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Hello, my name is Kang Un—jin and my lecture is going to be an overview
on modern Korean history and modern Korean poetry today. In this lecture, we
will dive into the knowledge and concepts necessary to understand the
modern history and poetry of Korea. We will also examine how literature bears
witness to historical events, particularly those significant to modern Korean
history. Furthermore, we will investigate how history is represented in
literature, especially in poetry. The title of this lecture, "Sa (history) and Si
(poetry)," features two Korean characters that are very similar in appearance.
While the similarity between the shapes of these characters may be
coincidental, It gives us a feeling that they are subtly correlated, much like
the relationship between history and poetry, while possessing both similarity
and heterogeneity at the same time. History is reproduced through literature,
and literature breathes life into history. We have encountered many respected
works of literature in Korea that bear witness to history. Korean poetry has
testified to the struggles and hardships of history and revealed the lives of

countless individuals who have reacted to history in their unique ways.

Essentially, history does not record the personal emotions of individuals.
Within the vast flow of history, individuals who lived through its tumultuous
upheavals coped with it as individuals, but we can gain insight into their
emotions and mindset by examining the literature they have left behind.
Particularly, poetry, as a first—person lyrical genre, transcends time and space
in terms of emotions and sentiments, providing us with experiences that allow
human beings to meet and connect with each other. For example, while
history objectively describes the macroscopic facts of a revolution, poetry
reproduces the atmosphere, emotions, and sentiments that the revolution's

participants felt at the time. Through poetry, we gain access to hearts of
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young people from 100 years ago, feel the pain of living as colonial youth
with them, and even experience the joy of liberation. This is the special

power of poetry.

However, even though poetry is an individual genre, individuals who were
placed in a rapidly changing historical situation in which their country and
people found themselves could not be submerged solely in their own personal
emotions. Korean poets belonged to the elite intellectual class with a high
level of education, and the burden they had to bear was as heavy as the
weight of history itself. They had to sing about revolution instead of love
and bear witness to ruins and death instead of praising the sunshine of

spring.

As 1s well known, modern Korean history can be described as a turbulent
one. After experiencing a dramatic liberation from Japanese colonial rule,
Korea had to undergo the greatest tragedy of its people, the Korean War,
and has since been divided into North and South Korea: the situation that
persists even today. South Korea faced a critical challenge of rebuilding its
nation on the ruins of war. While experiencing many tumultuous political
events such as military dictatorship, resistance, and revolution, it established
a democratic state and has achieved remarkable development at a very rapid

pace.

I have briefly mentioned the vast flow of modern Korean history, but all of
these changes took place in a period of only about 100 years. The March 1st
Movement, considered a significant historical milestone in modern Korean
literature, occurred in 1919. The Sewol Ferry Disaster, which can be regarded
as an event that had a great influence on modern poetry, happened in 2014,
so the temporal gap between these two events is almost 100 years. This
demonstrates that modern Korean history i1s a testimony to extreme changes

and upheavals.

Historical events can have a significant impact on the lives of intellectual
poets, and literary works tend to exhibit common tendencies during specific
historical periods. Therefore, in general, modern Korean literary history is

divided into periods based on its close relationship with historical events.
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There 1s no unified criterion for dividing literary history into periods.
Scholars divide literary history into periods and assign names to them based
on slightly different criteria. One can attributes several key characteristics to
the span of a decade. In other words, Korean modern literature is classified
by decades, such as the 1920s, 30s, 40s, and 2000s. The ten—year system
1s quite convenient for summarizing the entire history of Korean modern
literature. It also exhibits some characteristics that can be explained within
the span of a decade. For example, the 1930s were characterized by
left—right confrontation in poetry. However, there are considerable issues
with this system. Dividing literary history into decades 1s a convenient
method for the scholars or researchers of literary history and may not reflect
the actual characteristics of literature. It 1s a valid point of criticism that
literature cannot change significantly every ten years according to a strict
rule. Based on such concerns, dividing the history of Korean modern
literature into periods centered around historical events 1s more widely

accepted today.

In this lecture, I will first introduce the periodization of Korean modern
poetry that i1s accepted by most scholars, albeit with some minor differences.
Let's start with the distinction between modern and contemporary periods. In
the field of Korean modern poetry, it 1s common to distinguish between
modernity and contemporaneity. In English, both "kiindae (modernity)" and
"hyondae (contemporaneity)" can be referred to as "modern," which creates
inherent confusion in their classification. Some argue that the distinction
between the two 1s meaningless, while others include both in the term

"modern."

However, Korean literary researchers are familiar with distinguishing
between "kiindae (modernity)" and "hyondae (contemporaneity)", which is
manifested in the characteristics of modernity and contemporaneity in the

perception and aesthetics of literary subjects.

While theories vary, there are commonly accepted time periods for what is
considered modern and contemporary, there are some grey areas with

diverging opinions regarding the diving line between the two. So, when did
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modernity begin and end, and when did contemporary literature begin?

There are many theories about this. Generally, in Korean modern literary
history, the modern period is viewed narrowly as the period from around
1900 when poet Ch'oe Nam—son wrote the first new poem, "From the Sea to

the Boy (Hae egeso sonyon ege)," to just before the March 1st Movement.

The broad understanding of modern period includes the 1920s and 30s, or
even up to just before the liberation in 1945. While the prevailing view in
Korean modern literature is that the beginning of contemporary literature was
in 1945 after liberation, there 1is also a contending view that the
contemporary literature began in 1930s after Korea’s liberation, when
Anglo—American modernism and FEuropean avant—garde literature were
introduced and adopted in Korean literature. Due to the difference of opinion
regarding the endpoint of modernity and the starting point of contemporary
literature, When studying Korean modern literature or reading related books,
one may encounter that there are differences in categorizing the time period
of the 1930s. Some scholars classify it as modern, while others categorize it
as contemporary. Despite this disagreement, both categorizations can be
considered valid in their own right. The question of when modernity ended
and contemporary era began may not be a significant issue. This is the
method used to classify the periods of Korean contemporary literature based
on historical turning points. The periods are: the development of modern
poetry before and during the March 1st Movement, the formation of modern
poetry during the Japanese occupation, the liberation period, the war and
postwar period, the democratization movement, the period of industrialization
and military dictatorship, the people's revolution period, the post—cold war
period, and the era of globalization. This periodization indicates that literary
history i1s divided based on historical turning points. The division of periods
in Korean contemporary history and literary history is quite similar. If we
break it down again, we can group from the March 1st Movement to the
liberation as the pre—liberation period, and the war and postwar period as the
post—liberation period. The democratization movement and the people's
revolution period can be categorized under a same category, and finally, the

post—cold war and globalization periods can be grouped together. This
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periodization of political events is widely used as a primary method to
describe the literary history of Korean modern poetry, which is combined

with a decade—based chronological division.

This periodization distinguishes the characteristics of each era based on
historical events such as the March 1st Movement, the liberation, the Korean
War, the military coup, and the revolution. Among the various events from
the Japanese occupation, the March 1st Movement was a turning point in
history that had significance in both history and literature. From the March
1st Movement to the pre—liberation period, modern and contemporary poetry
has been developed in the history of Korean literature. Another critical
turning point is the liberation in 1945, which signifies the end of the earlier
era and the beginning of the new one. Korean modern poetry entered a new

phase with the advent of liberation.

Next, 1t faced the Korean War, which caused widespread destruction and
loss of countless life and the whole nation. The Korean War brought about
clear changes in Korean poetry, so there is no disagreement in grouping it
with the period of post—war reconstruction. Moving into the 1960s,
significant events such as the April Revolution, May 16th military coup, Yusin
regime, and the Kwangju democratization movement occurred amidst political
turmoil in Korea's modern history. This era was not a confrontation with
external forces, but rather a time when Korea had to go through trials and
errors to overcome authoritarian political system to achieve democracy and
civil liberties. Korean poetry has gone through significant changes during
these tumultuous times in history. After the end of the Cold War in the
1990s and the era of globalization, Korean poetry entered a new phase,

which 1s often referred to as the postmodern era.

Viewing Korean modern history through the lens of these historical events
1s not simply a matter of presenting a direct correspondence between history
and poetry. For instance, during the Japanese colonial period, there were
poets who sang about national resistance, while others wrote about
democratic and freedom—related themes under the military regime. However,

presenting these correspondences in a one—to—one, superficial manner fails
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to grasp the full scope of the relationship between literature and history.
Literary works, including poetry, often contain a strong aspect of what we
call zeitgeist. Literary history is not a collection of fossilized remains of the
past. Rather, it is like a living organism that constantly renews itself with
the times. This lecture explores the context of literature while paying
attention to the internal connection between history and literature, within the

overall flow of Korean contemporary history.

The quote being presented here i1s an excellent description of how we
should view the history of Korean poetry from which perspective. Let me

read it:

"Literary history is not a mere collection of chronological facts or works,
nor 1s it about peripheral stories of the lives of poets or writers. Instead, we
must seek out the potential internal connections that are revealed through
works and through them, establish a comprehensive perspective that
encompasses the times. We must examine the flow of Korean history in its
entirety, while aligning the aesthetic sensibility and preoccupation of the era

of the works."

This sentence reveals a deep insight into the perspective we should take
when examining literary history, particularly in regards to poetry. It
highlights the need to explore the potential internal connections revealed
through literary works, and to establish a comprehensive perspective that
encompasses the times. The aesthetic sensibility of literary works cannot be
solely judged by their artistic features, but rather, the preoccupation of the
era is crucial. Understanding the context of literary works in the overall flow
of Korean history through the alignment of aesthetic sensibility and
preoccupation of the era is essential to exploring Korean contemporary poetry

based on the internal relationship between history and literature.
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While there may be differing opinions on when the beginning of modern
Korean poetry should be dated, it is true that it is closely related to the
period of Japanese colonial rule, historically speaking. In this lecture, we will
first examine the major historical facts that form the background for
understanding Korean poetry literature during the Japanese colonial period,

and then look into the flow of Korean literature during this time.

In 1910, Korea was annexed by Japan. but in reality, Korea's sovereignty
was handed over to Japan through a treaty that included the transfer of
Korea's ruling power to Japan, making Korea a colony of Japan. Korea's
negative perception of Japan and the uncomfortable relationship between the
two countries actually dates back much earlier, to the Choson Dynasty, but
the complicated relationship between the two countries in modern Korean

history is rooted in this colonial period.

Generally, this period is referred to as the Japanese colonial period or the
period of Japanese imperial rule, but in Korea, it is called the period of
Japanese colonial domination by force, emphasizing the fact that Korea's
sovereignty was forcibly taken away by Japan. The Governor—General's
Office, which symbolizes imperial Japan's forced colonization, is a building

that played a central role in colonial rule and exploitation.

Literary works set against the backdrop of the Japanese colonial period
abound. The Governor—General's Office, in addition to its actual role, was
also a symbol of Japanese colonial rule and oppression, making it a frequent
feature in literature of the time. Koreans, whose national sovereignty had
been deprived, harbored great resentment toward Japan's blatant plundering
and oppressive governance, and this sentiment came to the surface in the
March 1st Movement of 1919.

One of the main factors contributed to the outbreak of the March 1st
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Movement was the sudden death of Emperor Kojong of Korea. As rumors
spread that the cause of his death was being poisoned by Japan, it served as
one of the backgrounds for the rapid upheaval of public opinion. The already

heightened anti—Japanese sentiment was further intensified.

As seen in the photograph, the March 1st Movement was a non—violent,
peaceful protest. It i1s evident from the iconic scene of people holding the
Korean national flag, T aegiikki, and shouting "Long live Korean
independence". However, the March 1st Movement was not an impulsive,
one—time protest. It was based on both domestic and international organized
preparation and development. After the large—scale demonstration on March
1st, the movement spread throughout Korea, becoming more intense and

widespread in both its strength and scale.

To Koreans, the March 1st Movement i1s remembered as a symbol of
resistance and pride in the Korean spirit. Some argue that it should be called
the March 1st Revolution. While the March 1st Movement did not directly
bring about Korea's independence, viewed solely in terms of its outcome, it
could be considered a failed movement. Nevertheless, the movement holds a
special significance for Koreans in that it demonstrated the power of the

people's agency and modern consciousness.

In modern Korean poetry history, the March 1st Movement is regarded as
an important turning point in the transformation of Korean poetry, in that
there are distinctive features that distinguish it from pre—March 1st poetry
literature, such as literature of resistance, modern self—awareness, feelings of
guilt and a sense of historical responsibility. Despite the nonviolent nature of
the March 1st Movement, Japan ruthlessly suppressed it, shooting unarmed

crowds and causing many innocent casualties.

Yu Kwan—sun is a symbol representing the 3.1 Movement and is the
person who most nobly demonstrated the resistance spirit of the Korean
people, earning her the admiration of the majority of Koreans. She was a key
participant in the 31 Movement, but was arrested by Japanese police and
imprisoned, where she continued to lead independence movements. This all

occurred when she was just 17 years old. Yu Kwan—sun faced torture and
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malnourishment from Japanese police, eventually dying at the age of 18. Her
sacrifice and resistance at such a young age of 17, represent the spirit of
the 3-1 Movement, with Yu Gwan—sun being a symbol of this spirit. In
Korea, she is remembered as a martyr, or "yolsa" in Korean, and the 3-1
Movement and Yu Kwan—sun are inextricably linked. The photograph of Yu
Kwan—sun that exists today depict her when she was imprisoned. Her face is
swollen from torture, and her sad expression evokes sympathy from viewers.
To Koreans, her image represents the painful history of the Korean people
and the tragedy of a young girl sacrificed on the brutal history. In a digital
application, a Korean netizen used technology to restore a virtual image of Yu
Kwan—sun, which gathered a lot of attention. Yu Kwan—sun is depicted
smiling brightly, She looks younger and vivacious. How do you feel about this
ordinary looking version of Yu Kwan—sun? There were even Koreans who

shed tears because of this picture.

We have examined its significance of the March 1st Movement so far. At
that time, Korean writers, who had to withstand the rough waves of history,
were burdened with a sense of historical duty and patriotism. Looking at the
poems of that time, one can get a vivid sense of their determination and will.
The reality was too cruel and urgent for poetry to function as a medium of
love songs. However, Korean poetry did not stop but rather burned more
intensely. After the March 1st Movement, many literary coterie magazines
emerged in the Korean literary world, and the number of writers grew

exponentially.

The poetry of this period can be seen as having three main currents: free
poetry creation, publication of works through newspapers and magazines, and

the expansion of the writers.

First, the advent of free poetry means a transition from the various forms
of poetry that had existed before the March 1st Movement. The fact that the
March 1st Movement brought about a modern sense of subject and
self—consciousness is evident through this change in poetry. If the various
forms of poetry that existed before the March 1st Movement were a process

of searching for modern poetry by modern subjects, then the free poetry
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created after the March 1st Movement shows that modern poetry was

established in a modern form.

The second stream is the publication of works through newspapers and
magazines. This change was possible because of the backdrop of the
development of printing media. In the 1920s and 30s, many literary
magazines appeared in the Korean literary world and then disappeared.
Famous literary magazineswere created during this time, such as <Ch'angjo
(Creation)>, <Paekcho (White Tide)>, and <P’yehd (Ruins)>, in the 1920s.

However, many publications had short runs due to censorship by the
Japanese government and economic problems. Nevertheless, they continued to
publish magazines and make efforts to publish literary works and create a
forum for public discourse. This increase in literary publications led to the
increase of the writers. Elite intellectuals who received modern education
were the mainstay of literary creation, and as their number increased, so did

the number of writers.

Many poets who are still important in Korean literary history even today
emerged in the 1920s and 30s, including Kim So—wdl, Kim Ok, Han
Yong—un, Yi Yuk—sa, Yi Sang—hwa, and Pak Chong—hwa. These poets are
regarded as representative poets of Korean poetry in the 1920s. Let's take a

closer look at some specific examples.

In the 1910s and prior to the March 1st Movement of 1919, the
comprehensive academic journal centered around Korean students studying in
Japan, <Hak chi kwang (The Light of Study)>, and the literary weekly

newspaper, <T aesd Munye Sinbo>, were representative.

Based on these journals and newspapers, overseas Korean writers and
intellectuals introduced many foreign literary theories and works in Korea.
After the March 1st Movement, we can see a significant increase in
nationalistic activities in the literary world. The Korean Language Research
Society was organized, and the newspapers, Chosun Ilbo and Dong—A Ilbo,
were founded. These two newspapers are still in circulation, and many

literary coterie magazines were established with the formation of literary
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groups known as "tongin."

It can be said that "tongin" was a literary creation group where writers
with similar interests gathered. During this time, there was a significant
amount of activity publishing literary magazines by "tongin" groups. In
addition to <Ch'angjo (Creation)>, <Paekcho (White Tide)>, and <P’yeho
(Ruins)>, which you saw earlier, many other magazines were established,
including <Changmich’on>, <Kiimsong>, <Yongdae>, <Chosoén Mundan>, and

SO 0n.

A vast number of literary journals were established to the point that it was
difficult to list all of them. One noteworthy point here is the emergence of
class—conscious literature devoting to the strata of society. The development
of Korean modern poetry in the 1920s can be broadly categorized into three
trends: The first is activism literature, which demonstrated active interest
and action towards the reality of colonialism. the new tendency literature,
which was called "sin kyonghyang" literature, and socialistic literature, which
was named after the ideology of socialism, also called class—conscious
literature or proletarian literature, abbreviated as Pro—literature. As you can
see, there are many names for it. In broad categories, these realist

tendencies continued into the realism school.

The second trend is the romantic tendency. Korean romanticism stressed
the dreamy and melancholic emotions. They were influenced by the French
symbolism. Romantic poetry was too different from proletaria poetry, which
showed active interest towards reality. This opposition between two opposite
poetic tendencies became one of the biggest characteristics of Korean poetry
until the liberation. The last trend that can be considered is the
tradition—oriented tendency, namely, the creation of "minyo" poetry. It was a
trend that stood against Japan's policy of cultural assimilation, pursuing

Korea's traditional metric.

This coexistence of conflicting tendencies, one advocating a return to
tradition and the other embracing modernity, 1S a very interesting aspect. At
that time, there was even a debate about the revival of "sijo". Anyway, from

the 1920s to the 1930s and until the pre—liberation era, Korean poetry was

38 @ Adare A



r L ]
KOREA UNIVERSITY

largely divided into two opposing trends, the broad modernist and realism

trends.

I use the term broad modernist trend because small literary schools or
factions formed a binary opposition to realism. Classicism, romanticism,
symbolism, and surrealism, which had slightly different tendencies in poetry,
were included in the broad modernist trend because they had a clearly

different orientation from realism.

To summarize, under the influence of French Symbolism, movements such
as Romanticism and Nationalism based on tradition developed into movements
that rejected the political aspects of literature and aimed for pure literature
itself. This poetic direction 1s called pure literature, which contains a
message of anti—politics, rejecting everything outside of literature itself, such
as politics, 1deology, society, and reality, in pursuit of the aesthetics of
literature. This is called modernist literature within the literary genre. At that
time, as well as now, pure literature and modernist literature are almost
considered synonymous. However, while accepting Marxism, some developed
poetry of radical nationalism, and combined it with internationalism. This

group of literature is called class—conscious literature or socialist literature.

The foundation of class—conscious literature is the belief that literature can
become a driving force to change the future, that goes beyond reflecting
reality in literature. Such class—conscious literature progressed in the literary
genre as realism. The opposition between these two trends that divided
Korean modern literature continued after the 1930s and its remnants persist
to this day.

Pure literature, or modernist literature, which pursued the purity of
literature itself, and the class literature, or realism literature, which
advocated for literature with a social purpose, continued to be in extreme
opposition due to their distinct orientations. Pure literature condemned
class—conscious literature as political and i1mpure, while class—conscious

literature criticized pure literature as escapist.

Until the liberation, Korean literature was marked by the convergence of
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these two streams, which created a very dynamic flow. One difference
between the two is that pure literature delved more deeply into the essence
of literature, asking "what is literature?", while class—conscious literature

focused on the role of literature, asking "what should literature do?"

The 1930s was a period in which Korean modernist literature developed in
earnest, and it was also a time of intense search for opportunities as the
position of class—conscious literature, or proletarian literature, was
endangered by ruthless Japanese oppression. As the Japanese oppression
intensified and group—oriented, organized activities were blocked, the 1930s
witnessed a flourishing of various literary circles centered on small literary

coteries.

In addition to the 1920s, various literary magazines and journals were
founded and closed down in the 1930s as well. There were various literary
coterie magazines such as <Si munhak>, <Samsa Munhak>, <Siin purak>,
and <Tanch'ing> in addition to comprehensive cultural magazines and
newspapers that had a significant literary section. Through these media, many
writers published their works and produced literary discourse during the
1930s. Whether they aspired to pure literature or class—conscious literature,
they all passionately struggled with the recognition of reality and the role of

literature.

The 1930s were the most fervent period in Korean literary history, during
which writers devoted their lives to literature. Therefore, some call it the
hottest period of Korean literary history, and a time when writers risked

their lives for literature.
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What fate awaited Korea after it gained independence from Japanese
colonial rule? In this session, we will look at the historical situations of the
liberation period, Korean War period, and the postwar reconstruction period,

and the flow of Korean poetry.

Korea was under Japanese colonial rule for about 35 years, from the
annexation of Korea by Japan in 1910 until its liberation in 1945. If someone
were born in 1910, it would've taken them 35 years when Korea was
liberated. Many Korean poets who worked during the colonial period were
born just before or during the colonial period and were educated in Japanese
and were familiar with writing in Japanese. So, it wasn't strange for them to
write and publish literary works in Japanese. In 1937, Japan intensified its
aggression war starting with the Second Sino—Japanese War. Japan procured
human resources, funds, and the goods from Korea it needed for the war, Its
oppression and exploitation of Koreans reached their peak. The suppression
of the Korean language also became intense. Japan conducted the so—called
"national language promotion movement" to punish those who used the Korean
language, but the term '"national language" here refers to Japanese, not

Korean.

The basis for the language oppression was the '"naeson ilch’e", meaning
"Japanese homeland and Korea as one body". The term "naeson" means Japan
and Choson, Korea and "ilch’'e" refers to the fact that they are one body and
inseparable. However, rather than having Japan and Korea coexist with their
own identities, the "naeson ilch’e" aimed to erase everything Korean and
turning everything Korean into Japanese. The policy of "naeson ilch’e" was
also a means to justify the exploitation of Korea's human and material
resources. Thus, Japan's policy of ethnic repression intensified from the late
1930s to the 1940s.
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Many intellectuals who could not withstand such repression turned to
pro—Japanese activities at this time. Pro—Japanese figures were later known
as '"pro—Japanese collaborators (ch'inilp’a)" after Korea's independence and
received criticism from the Korean people. The 1issue of purging

pro—Japanese collaborators remains unresolved even after liberation.

Korea's independence, also known as "kwangbok" or liberation, was achieved
when Japan was defeated in World War II. The unexpected liberation brought
great joy and relief to the Korean people who had suffered under Japan's
harsh colonial rule. People ran out into the streets and cheered in the
euphoria of liberation. Poets captured this joy and relief in their poetry,
regardless of their political views or literary style. For them, being able to
freely write in Korean, to write what they wanted to write, and to speak

freely must have been an immense joy.

The period from the immediate aftermath of liberation on August 15, 1945,
to the start of the Korean War on June 25, 1950, is referred to as the
"liberation period" in Korean literary history. The short period of less than
five years was a time of tremendous energy in all aspects of Korean society
to determine the direction that Korea should take as a newly liberated
country. The Korean literary community was also very active, with previously
banned rallies being held and organizations being formed to bring together
literary figures since the immediate aftermath of liberation. During this
period, the Korean literary world could be described as an explosion of
various opinions and forces, like a blast furnace. After being suppressed for
so long, how many things did they want to say, write, and do? Poets also
picked up their pens again and created poems in Korean, and published

collections of poems that they had not been able to publish before.

As such, the Korean poetry world was filled with energy. Efforts were also
made to unite the divided factions, led by proletarian literary figures such as
the poet Im Hwa, to move towards a unified national literature. Regardless of
their political orientation, the common goal and topic of the literary world
during the liberation period was to construct a national literature. Korean

writers during this period were enthusiastic about building a new era and new
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literature beyond the confrontation between left and right.

However, history brought them another ordeal. Korea was also forced to
face political division under the US—Soviet Cold War system. The entire
Korean society had to face this division and the country was divided into
North and South Korea under the influence of the powers surrounding it.
Although Korea had escaped from Japanese colonial rule, it was occupied by
the US and the Soviet Union. The division of Korea began with the Soviet
Army stationed in the north and the US Army stationed in the south along
the 38th parallel.

This picture shows the situation during the post—liberation period when the
US and Soviet armies occupied the south and north of Korea, respectively.
After the Korean War armistice, the Republic of Korea was established in the
south, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea was established in the
north, and the division was finalized. This political tragedy also had a
significant impact on the lives of Korean writers. In South Korea, under US
occupation, there was a harsh suppression of the Communist Party, and many
intellectuals chose to go north according to their ideology. And many of those
who moved to North after liberation were unable to return south after the
outbreak of the Korean War. The current Republic of Korea is the land

where the US military was stationed during the liberation period.

Looking back to the colonial period, pure literature that emphasized the
purity of literature and was wary of ideological bias, that 1is, the
modernist—oriented writers, remained in the south, while the writers of the
realism—oriented, socialist literature went north. However, not all writers
chose to go north based solely on political ideology. Some writers went north
because their hometown was located there, and some were forcibly taken.
The term "napbuk" refers to cases in which individuals were forcibly taken to
North Korea, as opposed to "wolbuk," in which they defected voluntarily.
Therefore we could say that South Korea or the Republic of Korea carried on
the tradition of pure literature. As the political system became extremely
polarized, South Korea sought to deny the existence of "wolbuk" writers

altogether. The South Korean government prohibited research on or reading
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of the works of "wolbuk" and "napbuk" writers. Despite being modernist
poets, some were banned simply because they defected to North Korea. Due
to the ban, it was difficult to even mention their names in South Korea.
However, following the 1988 Seoul Olympics, the ban on those writers was
lifted, and it is now possible to study and read their works. Recently, works
by "wolbuk" writers have even been included in textbooks for middle and
high school students. The South Korean government officially announced this
measure as the "Official Declassification of Wolbuk Writers' Pre—liberation
Works." Chong Chi—yong, Kim Ki—rim, Paek Sok, Yi Yong—ak, O
Chang—hwan, and Im Hwa. These individuals were accomplished poets in
Korean literary history, and they were the writers who were released from
the ban. They are poets that I also particularly admire. While it is fortunate
that their works can now be read without hesitation, I also feel regretful
about the historical tragedy that made such a simple act a cause for relief.
As previously mentioned, the division between North and South Korea had
already begun during the post—liberation period. With two different

governments within the same country, the threat of war was inevitable.

On June 25, 1950, North Korea launched a surprise attack on South Korea,
initiating the Korean War, which lasted for three years until the signing of
the Korean Armistice Agreement in 1953, leaving the Korean peninsula in
ruins. Koreans refer to the Korean War as a tragedy of fratricidal strife, a
war where members of the same ethnic group killed each other. The war
was not caused by internal conflicts within Korea, but rather sparked by a
power struggle and conflicting interests among the major powers, the United
States and the Soviet Union. The Korean people suffered their lives and their
land was ruthlessly destroyed as a result of this war. Becasue Korea did not
achieve liberation through its own power, but rather as a result of Japan's
surrender to the Allied powers, After liberation, Korea became a target of
occupation and division by the major powers, which eventually led to the

outbreak of the Korean War five years later.

The records of the cruel war are still preserved in historical documents,
but the poems of the Korean War era bear witness to how the war brought

unspeakable suffering and tragedy to individual lives. Many poems reveal the
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horrors of war and the terrible suffering experienced by the people in vivid
language. Representative poets who left works on the Korean War include
Cho Chi—hun, Chon Pong—gdn, Chon Pong—rae, Kim Chong—sam, So6
Chong—ju, Cho Pyong—hwa, Kim Ku—yong, and so on.

During the Korean War era, poetry was not only about the horrors and
tragedies of war. Like flowers blooming in pain, poets also sang of hope
amidst the devastation. Even in the depths of despair, there was always a
seed of hope. However, what made people even more miserable during this
time was the massive displacement caused by the war, known as

"displacement."

"Evacuation (p’inan)" refers to the act of moving to a different area to
avold war or conflict. People temporarily left their homes to avoid the threat
of war until it disappeared. Due to the sudden outbreak of war and the initial
weakness of South Korea in the battles, South Korean residents had to
evacuate rapidly southward to avoid death. In the process, many families
were separated and put in situations where they did not know if their loved
ones were alive or dead. Thousands of refugees marched throughout South
Korea, gathering in the city of Pusan, which is now famous for its
international film festival. As the refugees headed south, many of them
gathered in Pusan because there was nowhere else to go. This led to the
formation of refugee villages where the cultures of different regions blended

together, creating a unique phenomenon.

The experience of the war and displacement challenged Korean poetry
literature to confront existential questions about what it means to be human
and what life is. The poverty and famine that awaited the Korean people in
the post—war ruins added to the struggle of existence. Korean literature
raised questions about what it means to exist as a human being and what it

means to live.

To overcome famine and rebuild the ruins of life, Koreans had to fight with
reality once again. The issues of life and death, poverty and hunger were
fully reflected in the poetry of Korean writers during and after the war. The

poet Cho Chi—hun described in his poem "Diary of Despair" the situation of
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being in a lecture hall at Korea University on June 26, 1950, the day after
the outbreak of the Korean War, and hearing gunshots. The poem contains
the quote "You will only know the meaning of anxiety and existence today."
Although the speaker of the quote is not specified, this line may be an inner
voice that awakens us to the human existential problem that the war has

brought.

War prompts contemplation on the meaning of existence. The tragedy of
war sweeps through humanity without discrimination. In the merciless
circumstances of war, which destroy everything humans have created and
strip them of their way of life, poetry encourages to contemplate on the
meaning of existence. In the same poem, the poet states that "poetry hides
in the clouds of war." In the midst of the bloody stench of war, what can
poetry accomplish? Poetry cannot become a weapon or food. The poet senses
this unease as poetry retreats into the clouds of war. Korean poets who
experienced the Korean War exposed the atrocities and violence of war,
raised awareness to the issue of human existence, and sang songs of hope
to overcome the ruins. The number of people sacrificed in the Korean War
exceeded millions, and South Korea suffered damage worth over 400 billion
won. This amount was twice the country's annual GDP at the time, and it is

not an exaggeration to say that the economic foundation collapsed.

From the signing of the armistice agreement in 1953 to 1959, the period is
referred to as the post—war reconstruction era. The most important thing
was to solve the poverty of those who had lost their homes. Thus, it can be
said that the 1950s in Korea were devoted to fighting a war and rebuilding
from its ruins. Through such efforts, a foundation was laid for
industrialization and democratization, and the resilience to overcome hardships
enabled the flowering of democracy. The poets of this time period

demonstrated that the greater the trial, the stronger the will to overcome it.
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In this session, we will examine the historical situation and the flow of
poetry in Korea from the 1960s to the 1980s, which can be called a period

of political turmoil.

It 1s no exaggeration to say that the 1960s in Korea began with the April
19 Revolution. If the March 1st Movement in 1919 was an explosion of the
historical task of national liberation under colonial rule, the April 19
Revolution of 1960 was represented an historical moment for establishing
civil society and declaring the end of unjust power. Thus the significance of
the April 19 Revolution in comparable to the spirit of the March 1

Movement.

The April 19 Revolution was triggered as resistance to political corruption
and dictatorship in the post—war reconstruction period. Syngman Rhee, the
first President of the Republic of Korea, held power for an astonishing 12
years through illegal constitutional amendments. He committed various
fraudulent acts, such as ballot box switching, vote manipulation, and forced
public vote, and ruthlessly suppressed the people and the media who opposed
him. The slogan of the people who led the April 19 Revolution was to
demand President Rhee's resignation, overthrow of the one—man dictatorship,
and condemnation of the March 15 fraudulent election. The March 15 election
was a large—scale fraudulent election conducted by the ruling party at the
time, the Liberal Party. In 1959, President Rhee reversed his decision not to
run for office and declared his candidacy for a fourth term, and the Liberal
Party conducted organized fraudulent elections to ensure his victory.
Inevitably, nationwide protests against fraudulent elections erupted as the
anger of the people grew stronger. On the day of the election, March 15th,

an anti—fraud protest in Masan, Kyongsangnam—do, started and quickly
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spread throughout the country.

The immediate trigger for the eruption of citizens' anger was the death of
Kim Chu—ydl. Kim, a high school student, went to Masan to take an exam
but joined the protest and went missing. On April 11th, he was found dead
with a tear gas canister stuck in his eye in front of Masan Bay. It was a
truly horrific event. The incident was almost covered up, but one photo
journalist's quick response and resourcefulness led to the photograph being
published. Tear gas canisters i1s a tool containing tear gas that the police use
to suppress protests. The substance of the canisters causes vomiting, intense
eye pain, and tears, and is widely used to suppress protests. They are
originally called just tear gas, but they are put in a launcher that looks like a
gun and fired by pulling the trigger. The sound is loud, and direct contact
can be deadly, so they were called tear gas canisters ore grenades, as they
are similar to bombs. Because they are extremely dangerous, police are not
allowed to shoot them directly at people when they are fired. They must be
fired into the air. However, the fact that a tear gas canister was stuck in
Kim Chu—ydl's eye means that the police, who were suppressing the protest,
fired almost directly at the citizens, as if they were firing a gun. It is said
that tear gas canisters cannot hit at such an angle unless they are directly

aimed at the protesters.

The citizens rose up like a wildfire at the sight of the high school student
being brutally sacrificed with such violence of the corrupt President Rhee
government. The President Rhee government and the ruling party suppressed
the fierce protests of the citizens with even greater violence. They fired
guns at the protesters and engaged in a gun battle with them. In the face of
the citizens' unrelenting anger and resistance, President Rhee finally
announced his resignation on April 26th, and the President Rhee’s Liberay
Party regime collapsed. And on June 15th of the same year, the Second

Republic was established.

The April 19 Revolution was a democratic citizen revolution that overthrew
the dictatorial regime through the power of the people's resistance against

corruption. Despite the scars of the Korean War, Korean citizens united with

48 @ doialel Aoy



r L ]
KOREA UNIVERSITY

a desire for democracy and realized their aspirations through action. However,
unfortunately, the Second Republic, which was born as a result of the April

19 Revolution, did not last long.

The next year, on May 16th, 1961, another major event shook the history
of South Korea. It was the May 16 military coup. The May 16 military coup
was an Incident where a military faction led by Park Chung—hee seized
power. The mobilized military manpower was only composed of a few
thousand. These military faction leaders saw the political chaos and instability
after the April 19 Revolution as a dangerous situation and staged a coup to
seize power. The person in the center of the photo is Park Chung—hee, the
main figure of the May 16 military coup. Park Chung—hee seized power
through the May 16 military coup and became the 5th and 6th President of
South Korea. Since the military regime had no legitimacy, they faced another
form of resistance. The military regime implemented a strong anti—communist
policy to prevent the spread of anti—government forces and oppressed

anti—government forces by labeling them as communists.

The poetry of the 1960s in South Korea reflected both the desire for
revolution and the frustration that came with it. Kim Su—yong 1s a
representative poet of the era. Kim Su—yong is called the poet of revolution
and love. At first glance, revolution and love may not seem to go together,
but I believe that there is a force of love in the deep abyss of revolution.
Kim Su—yong was an excellent poet who conveyed criticism of the
dictatorship, the enthusiasm for revolution, and the hope that the revolution
dreamed of, while also capturing the shame that individuals in the failed
revolution felt. In the poem "Blue Sky," he asks, "Why is the scent of blood
mixed in freedom? Why is revolution a lonely thing, and why must we be
lonely?" Perhaps many poets felt the same way at the time. Was it because
he was well aware of the fact that Korea, having gone through a history of
trials and tribulations, knew that freedom is not something given naturally,

but something that must be fought for with blood, sweat, and tears?

In the history of Korean poetry literature, the April 19 Revolution gave

birth to the so—called "participatory poetry" trend. Participatory poetry was
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proposed from the viewpoint that poetry should have the function of dealing
with issues of reality by reflecting the demands of the times. In other words,
it focused on the social role of poetry. Unlike the radical class—oriented
poetry that appeared in the 1920s and 30s, like the poetry of KAPF
members, the participatory poetry of the 1960s and 70s took a step back
from the explicit expression of ideology or beliefs and pursued both

aestheticism and a focus on the concrete lives and rights of human beings.

On the other hand, there was a position that valued the aesthetic purity of
poetry more than the participation in reality. The history repeats itself — the
binary of participatory poetry and the pure poetry appeared again. In the
1960s and 70s, there was a coexistence of two poetic tendencies in Korean
poetry: the realism—oriented tendency of '"participation poetry" and the
aesthetic pursuit—oriented tendency of "pure poetry". It was similar to the
situation in Korean literature during the 1920s and 30s, characterized by the
opposition between ideologically—oriented poetry and literature that pursued
purity of aesthetics, However, it may be more appropriate to understand the
situation of Korean poetry in the 1960s and 1970s as a search and
exploration for the new direction and role of Korean poetry, rather than an
extreme collision and confrontation between two opposing tendencies. The
perspective of dividing the coexistence of participation and purity into a
binary oppositional structure is actually a trace of the history of ideological

conflict.

The poetry of the 1960s cannot be explained solely by the confrontation
between participation and purity. On the one hand, there was an awakening to
how much confusion and sacrifice Korean modern history had experienced due
to ideological conflicts. In addition, the 1960s expanded the realm of poetry
through various poetic experiments that broke free from the constraints of
ideology. The Korean literary scene of the 1960s was a time of

diversification and experimentation in poetic form.

Park Chung—hee, who seized power through the May 16 military coup, was
re—elected as the sixth president after his term as the fifth president. The

Third Republic Constitution specified that the president could be re—elected
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only once. However, Park Chung—hee ran for the seventh presidential
election in 1971. At the time, the opposing candidate was Kim Dae—jung, and
Kim's support from the people threatened Park Chung—hee's position.
Regardless, when the results of the seventh presidential election were
revealed, Park Chung—hee had barely defeated Kim Dae—jung, but allegations
of election fraud and opposition persisted. He had been elected as president
through a violation of the constitution. After his election, Park Chung—hee
changed the constitution of South Korea. Thus was born the Yusin
Constitution in October 1972, which is also known as the October Yusin
(Restroration). The term "Yusin" means to renew the old, but the Yusin
Constitution carried out by the Park Chung—hee regime was for his
dictatorship and long—term rule, and was a system that greatly strengthened
the President's power while restricting the basic rights of the people. The
Yusin Constitution abolished the President's direct election system and term
limits, which was truly an unjust law. Park Chung—hee was elected as the
8th and 9th President through the newly adopted indirect presidential election
system. It was only natural that the opposition movement against the Yusin
Constitution grew stronger. As the country's industrialization led by the state
progressed, the nation's wealth increased. However, labor exploitation,
suppression, and income inequality intensified, leading to greater instability in
people's lives. As the military dictatorship's oppression and corruption

worsened, the desire for democracy among the people grew stronger.

What was the state of Korean poetry in the 1970s under the military
dictatorship's oppression? The emergence of "minjung (people)" poetry based
on the growth of popular consciousness 1s the most significant characteristic
of Korean poetry in the 1970s. The "minjung" poetry and realism poetry that
began to trend in the 1970s were a genre of "minjung" literature that
appeared as a concept in the development of national literature theory in the
1970s, re—establishing participatory poetry of the 1960s as a new form. Kim
Chi—ha and Sin Kyong—rim are representative "minjung" poets. Kim Chi—ha's
"Ojok (Five Bandits)" and Sin Kyong—rim's "Nongmu (Farmer’s Dance)" used
satirical techniques to expose the corruption of the military dictatorship and

realistically depicted the suffering of the people's lives. The "minjung" poetry
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of the 1970s expressed a will to overcome reality by exposing the
authoritarian regime's corruption and resisting injustice through poetry. While
depicting the painful reality of the people, it acquired an aesthetic vision and

opened a new horizon for modern Korean poetry.

The military dictatorship under Park Chung—hee suddenly came to an end
in 1979. This was due to Park's death on October 26, 1979, by Kim
Chae—gyu, the head of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency. This event is
referred to as the October 26 Incident or the Park Chung—hee assassination
incident. Following the President's death, Choi Kyu—hah, who was the Prime
Minister at the time, assumed the presidency through an interim government
before Chun Doo—hwan and his "Hanahoe" faction, a private society within
the military, launched a coup d'etat and seized power. This faction is known
as the "sin kunbu," or "new military regime," as distinguished from the

previous May 16 military government.

The resistance against the new military regime by the people escalated into
nationwide protests, particularly through a student—led uprising in May 1980.
Chun declared martial law on May 17, 1980, and used the military to brutally
suppress opposition forces. On May 18, the day after the declaration of
martial law, armed forces indiscriminately attacked civilians in Kwangju and
opened fire. The state, which should have protected its citizens, resorted to
shooting guns, wielding batons, and committing brutal torture and violence
against its own people. Some of the citizens organized a civilian army to
fight against the military. Even today, traces of the bullets fired by the
military from helicopters and on the streets can still be found in various
parts of Kwangju. However, due to strict press censorship at the time, these
brutalities were not widely known, except for the efforts of one foreign
journalist who risked his life to report on the situation and expose it to the
world. Witnessing such atrocities, even I found it difficult to breathe for
some time. At the cost of this innocent lives, Chun Doo—hwan became the

president.

The poets who were active in the 1980s could not be free from the

shadow of the May 18 Kwangju Uprising. Poets are not disconnected from
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the reality of their time. In terms of content, the poetry of the 1980s was
predominantly oriented towards the people, and in terms of form, it strongly
expressed a contrarian and resistant nature. Poets such as Pak No—hae, Paek
Mu—san, Kim Nam—ju, Kim Sa—in, Kim Chong—hwan, and Yi Un—bong were
the poets who wrote poetry that was oriented towards the people or realistic
in the 1980s. The voices of anti—dictatorship and critiques of capitalism in
realistic poetry were particularly pronounced in the 1980s. This period also
produced poetry that pursued modernity and artistry, making it the era of
poetry. The 1980s were a time when many young people became poets and

many people read poetry.

The fact that poetry flourished during the most violent era of Korean
history raises the question of what this means. Kim Nam—ju, in his poem
"Don’t Sing of May as a Blade of Grass that Withers in Wind," stated, "Don’t
sing of May as a blade of grass that withers in wind. Grass blades are not
fitting poetic images for the blood battle resisting massacre. There is no
room for the lyrical to stand in between the bloody massacre and the armed

"

resistance." For the poet, singing of May in a beautiful lyrical way was
difficult to bear. How powerless and false must lyricism have seemed in the
midst of the carnage and resistance? Poetry should have become a gun, a
sword, a protest letter, and sometimes a comforting hand in response to the

needs of the times. This was what Korean poetry was like in the 1980s.
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In this session, we will examine the major events in Korean contemporary

history in the 1990s and 2000s, as well as the trends in poetry.

After the military coup on December 12, 1979, which took control of the
government, the new military regime suppressed the pro—democracy
movement. As a result, protests by the people, especially college students,
intensified. In the 1980s, the streets of Korean universities were filled with
Molotov cocktails and tear gas due to the pro—democracy movement. In
1987, Seoul National University student Pak Chong—ch'ol, who actively
participated in the democratization movement, was brutally tortured to death
by investigators from the security department. Of course, the new military
regime tried to cover up the incident, but it eventually became known to the
world. Then, the new military regime attempted to manipulate and downplay
the truth of the incident. This was the incident that created the famous
saying in Korean society, "He suddenly died when the investigator hit on the
desk." Such deceptive acts were exposed as lies by the testimony of O
Yon—sang, who was a doctor at the time at Chung—Ang University Hospital,
and the people expressed tremendous anger. This incident became the spark
that ignited the June Democracy Movement, also known as the June Struggle

in Korea.

During this period, many college students lost their lives or suffered
injuries from torture. The 2017 movie "1987: When the Day Comes" is a
film that deals with the torture and death of Pak Chong—ch'6l. When
watching this movie, we are prompted to think about the power of the just
and determined force of the people, which can bring down even the greatest
dictatorial powers. The June Democracy Movement, was a turning point in
establishing democratic values and institutions, and it laid a foundation for the
significant development of civil movements in Korea. Following the June

Democracy Movement, the military dictatorship of Chun Doo—hwan came to

54 @= Avjareh A



e Ot ul

KOREA UNIVERSITY

an end, and the direct presidential system, which had been abolished by Park
Chung—hee, was restored. In the same vyear, on December 16, the 13th
presidential election was held, and Roh Tae—woo was elected president.
Despite the numerous sacrifices made to end the military dictatorship, the
democratic forces that had been at the center of the revolution failed to
unite, resulting in another president from a military background being elected.
During this period, Korea hosted the 1988 Seoul Olympics, to the world that
it had overcome the ruins of war in a short time and achieved what was
called the "Miracle on the Han River." The Miracle on the Han River
symbolizes Korea's rapid growth and economic development since the Korean
War. However, we must not forget that the sacrifices of many ordinary

people followed this rapid growth.

The emergence of Korea as a cultural powerhouse today was made possible
by the Kim Dae—jung administration. Kim Dae—jung was imprisoned,
kidnapped, and even targeted for assassination by the Park Chung—hee and
Chun Doo—hwan regimes, but he eventually became president in 1997. During
his presidency, Kim Dae—jung established the foundations for the
development of today's South Korea through policies promoting cultural
promotion, among other things. He was also recognized for his contributions
to human rights improvements and advancements in inter—Korean relations,
receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 2000. In particular, the June 15, 2000
Joint Declaration by the leaders of North and South Korea, holds deep
significance. Looking back at Korean history, after the period of Japanese
colonial rule and through liberation, the two Koreas have been hostile towards
each other through the Korean War and division this scene evokes not only

political and historical meaning, but also emotional resonance.

Would you like to see the scene from that moment briefly? In the video,
they are also talking about it as a historical moment for our nation. Many
citizens watched the scene live on television, hoping for an end to
dictatorship, the realization of democracy, the resolution of division, and the

reunification of the two Koreas.

In the 1990s, Korean poetry shifted from collective themes of history and
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societal missions to individuality, personal existence, and cultural experiences.
With a focus on the individual's cultural life, various poetic explorations
emerged, such as contemplations on death and annihilation, investigations of
urban everyday life, the aesthetics of the body, feminist poetics, ecological
imagination, and interests in the cyber world. These diverse poetic
experiences, based on changes in media and cultural environments, made

Korean poetry richer and more vibrant.

The history of South Korea in the 2000s began with the election of Roh
Moo—hyun, a human rights lawyer, as president, which caused a sensation.
However, after President Roh’s term, the next government's excessive
retaliatory investigations and bribery scandals tarnished the government's
image. In 2009, the political tragedy of a former president taking his own life
followed. At that time, Lee Myung—bak, who was president, was found guilty
of bribery, embezzlement, and other charges, and was sentenced to
imprisonment and served his sentence, after his term. The next president,
Park Geun—hye, failed to respond properly to national disasters such as the
MERS (Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus) outbreak and the
Sewol ferry disaster, and was impeached in 2017 on charges related to
influence peddling. She became the first female president in South Korean
history and the first president to be impeached, a simultaneous honor and

disgrace.

The Sewol ferry sinking on April 16, 2014, brought a crisis to the Park
Geun—hye government. The Sewol ferry, carrying 476 passengers including
Danwon High School students at Ansan on a field trip and 476 passengers,
was heading to Cheju Island but sank in front of Chindo Island in South
Cholla Province, resulting in a major disaster in which 304 people died. This
incident was not a simple maritime accident, but rather an event that exposed
the problems of Korean society, from the absence and irresponsibility of the
national system to the inappropriate response after the accident also became
the biggest shock to South Korean society in the 21st century and left an
indelible trauma on Koreans. The number of Danwon High School students
among the 304 victims was well over 200. I, too, cannot forget the shock of

watching that scene on the news. I wonder how [ can put into words the
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shock of watching so many students and passengers gradually sink in
real—time. The Sewol ferry disaster was an unimaginable shock and source
of sadness to the people of South Korea, but that emotion soon turned into
anger. This was because the basic requirements were not met in every
aspect, from the cause of the accident, the rescue process, and the aftermath
of the accident, and it became clear that the social safety net and national

system were not functioning properly.

The sunken Sewol Ferry was finally salvaged in 2017, after Park
Geun—hye was impeached. After three years, the Sewol ferry was brought
back to the surface in front of us. When the nation's power leads people's
lives into tragedy or history pushes individuals into the abyss, people tend to
come together more strongly, gather small strengths, and create strong
waves. The trauma of the Sewol Ferry disaster is still ongoing, but Korean
citizens have made voluntary efforts to overcome this collective trauma and

make society a better place, and these efforts continue today.

One of these efforts is the monthly 304 Reading, led by writers, held at
the time when the Sewol Ferry sank. "304" represents the number of victims
of the Sewol Ferry disaster. I also participated as a reader in the 304
Reading in November 2017, where I recited a poem. I vividly remember that
the weather was clear when we started, but suddenly thunder roared and rain
poured down as soon as we began the reading at the time when the ferry
sank, which created a very solemn moment for everyone. In addition, many
writers have stepped forward to mourn, sympathize, and heal. The first
commemorative book for the Sewol Ferry disaster, <We Were All Sewol
Ferry>, was published, and commemorative birthday poetry collections, such
as <Mom, It's Me>, a collection of poems written by poets as a
representation of the thoughts of the Danwon High School victims, and
<Come Back as Flowers> for the third anniversary, were also published. In
addition, many other commemorative poetry collections were created. Poet
Pang Min—ho, who published the Sewol Ferry commemorative poetry
collection <My Pain Could Not Even Be a Single Bubble of Air Underwater>,
said, "I have not been able to sleep peacefully since the Sewol Ferry disaster

and have been plagued by sadness, resentment, guilt, and despair."
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Although these emotions of sadness, anger, guilt, and despair were shared
among the Korean people in the aftermath of the Sewol Ferry disaster, poets
have the added responsibility to record, testify, empathize, and overcome
them through poetry. The historical duty of poetry to resist colonial rule and
resist authoritarianism has taken on a new form in the 21st century as
aesthetic politics or sensory solidarity through poetry. The political debate
about poetry in Korea in the 21st century can be seen as a place for
questioning and thinking about the possibility of political poetry, while still
remaining aesthetic. The newly suggested political nature of poetry arises
from aesthetic politics and the harmony between the political and the poetic.
We need to consider whether at some point we started to view poetry and
politics as two separate areas that should not interfere with each other. Of
course, it 1s undeniable that there have been poetry and politics that served
as slogans or embodied political ideologies in the past. However, we should
also remember that poetry has been a means of witnessing and representing
history at crucial juncture and enabling empathy and solidarity between
people. Jacques Ranciére's philosophical concept of "the distribution of the
sensible," which was a major theoretical foundation of the discourse on the
politics of poetry in the Korean poetry community in the 2000s, stated that
the politics of literature and art are inherently and essentially embedded in
aesthetics. According to him, art is not independent in itself, but always has
a political dimension inherently, even if unintended, art has such traits.
Therefore, the question of how to distribute words and writings that
correspond to the sensible is inherently a political issue. This reminds us of
why Japan tried to control and exterminate the Korean language and
literature at the end of its colonial rule, and why the military dictatorship in
Korea attempted to restrict freedom of expression and cover the eyes and
ears of the press and the people. It prompts us to think about the

fundamental reasons behind these actions.

Shall we recall the beginning of our discussion? Poetry bears witness to
history, and history 1s vividly represented through poetry. Korean
contemporary history, which has faced numerous hardships but has overcome

them with the power of the people at every critical juncture, is no different
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from the history of Korean poetry. Through this lecture, I hope you will
experience the vibrant and dynamic world of modern Korean poetry that has

lived and breathed together with modern Korean history. Thank you.
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