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Formal Characteristics of Traditional Korean Poetry
of the Yi Dynasty

Chung, Byong-uk

I. Introduction

The present paper mainly deals with the sijo poetry and narrative poems (kasa) of
the Yi dynasty; in particular, it aims to study not only their forms but also the
organic correlation between these forms and the contents included in them. By
studying the mutual relationship between these poems and investigating their common
features, I will consider the position they occupy in the histery of Korean literature.

The reason that I have excluded akchang, a genre of traditional Korean poetry, from
the present discussion is that not enough work has been done to define its exact form.
I also had to exclude chapka (vulgar songs), pansori-tanga and minyo (folk songs)
from the domain of Kasa, because, being considered not to belong to the domaih of
literature, it could not attract scholars’ literary interest, even though these kachang-
kasas definitely contain the kasa genre in view of their forms and contents.

I. Sijo Poetry

As for the names of the poetry, I followed Professor Lee Byung-ki’s “Si-Jul-Ka-Jo”
theory; and formally the poem consists of three lines, each of which contains two
caesurae (total 6 caesesurae). And the poems are classified, according to their forms,
into the short type (regular sijo poems), the medium type (irregular sijo poems),
and the long type(narrative sijo poems).

The contents of early sijo poems were dominated by Confucian loyal spirit, while
the works produced from the middle of the dynasty showed a positive attitude of
searching the truth, throught optimistic vision, by those offitials who had been defeated
in the power struggler between the old and the new systems, in spite of their
resignedness and nothingness of life. The sijo poems had also been used by kisaeng-

girls for describing their love life emotionaly.
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As the representation techniquel the exclamatory method was frequently used,
directly expressing rustic feelings, because the S$ijo poems were produced not by
professional poets but by the noble men as their hobby. The next frequently used

representation technique was the tdescriptive method, which was used in most natural

poems for the description of scenery. Sometimes we find that a few gifted poets
improved the technique even as the lyrical and realistic one. One thing we have to
pay attention to, however, is that in the sijo poetry the objective realism was always
described after it filtered through the subjective lyricism. Accordingly, the unification
of these realism and lyricism resulted in symbolism.

Tone is another important feature in ther representation techniques of the sijo poetry;
depending on the contents of the poems, the majestic or elegant tones were used in
some cases, and in other cases the flowing or expanded tones were used; thus, it is
obvious that the tone variations played an important role in delivering the contents.
Furthermore, the musicality of the poems should not be ignored, for they has always

been sung.

M. Transition to Sasul-sijo poetry

The Confucian-oriented literary thoughts had been adopted and descended for 150

years, without being criticized, by the strong aristocratic social system supported by
the class of noble men, the advocates of the thoughts, In the 16th and 17th centuries,
however, the society could not avoid the challege from the system of new value
judgement, as it had showed its inconsistency and weakness in various areas. They
faced the challege from the critical Confucian intellects on the one hand, and from
newly emerging common people’s consciousness on the other.

In other words, the aesthetics in the sijo poetry, which had been patronized solely
by Confucian scholars of the Yi dynasty for the security and permanence of their
society, had to be trasformed into the aesthetics equipped with a new form, as the
society to which it belonged was losing its authority, and a new value system and
world view were emerging. Its historical product is saswi~sijo (narrative sijo) poetry,
Even some Confucian scholars, breaking the regularity of the traditionai sijo poetry,
wrote sasul-sijo poems.

However, we should not forget the fact that common people had participated in the
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creation of sasul-sijo poems more actively than a few critical Confucian scholars. In
the closed society of the Yi dynasty, the common people were severely suppressed by
its dominating class; In the 16th and 17th centuries, however, the society began to be
loosened as the people, though milddly and passively, resisted the social in consistency
and in justice.

Because they differed from the Confucians in their ways of living and thinking, and
in their value system, it was inevitable for them to actively participate in transforming
the traditional sijo poetry into the new saswl-sijo postry by means of their sharp
consciousness of the reality. Thus, the sijo poetry had been transformed into the saswi-
sijo poetry by the critical Confucian scholars on the one hand, and by the growing
consciousness of the common people on the other. Accordingly, it goes without saying
tha principal writers of the poems include those belonging to these two groups.

The aesthetic feelings of the sasul-sijo poetry possess a great significance in the sense
that the poetry not only inherited gradeur, tragic beauty and elegance from the

traditional sijo poetry, but also succeeded in creating comic beauty which the latter

had not been able to explore. In other words, the sasul-sijo poetry rather developed _

the comic beauty with everyday practical themes than sought the gradeur wth super—

natural themes, the tragic beauty with resigned themes, or the elegance with excapism.
V. Kasa (Narrative Poems)

Due to the complication of its contents, there are a number of different opinions,
depending on writers, as the name and the concept of kasa; and, further, there have
been a number of attempts to define its genre. Nevertheless, its formal characteristics
may be defined as follows: it is a verse consisting of a sequence of four foot lines,
each of which includes two corresponding caesurae; the meter of syllabes for each
foot is mainly 3-4 or 4-4; there is no partic wlan imposed on the number of lines;
and finally each line is similar to the last line in the sijo poetry (although there are
different ones). The poems with less than 100 lines were called the short kase, which
had been widely written during the first half of the Yi dynasty, and those with
more than 100 lines were called the full-length %asg, which had developed during
the second half of the dynasty. As for the contents of the poems the former were

mainly about women, war, or retirement, whereas the latter about teachings, travel,
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exile, or personal affairs.

There are two different claims concerning the origin of kasa; one is that “So~Wang-
Ka”, written by the famous Buddhist monk, Na-Ong-Hwa-Sang, at the end of the
Koryo dynasty, was the origin; and the other is that Chung Keuk-in’s “Sang-Choon-
Kok” was its origin. The present writer believes that there is more validity in 1_:he
former claim, and that the kasa form was established, as the regularity of pyulkok
{Korea songs, in particular, Kyung-Ki-Che-Ka) broke down. In the case of writers,
kasa showed a similar tendency to the sijo poetry and the sasul-sijo poetry: that
is, in the first half of the period there had been more writers from the Confucian
noble class, while in the second half most of the writers were from the Common peo
ple. But kasa differed from the latter two in that it includes a number of works by
Buddhist monks.

The history of kase may be divided into three periods: the early kasa of the noble
men, the late kase of the common people, and the kasa of the- enlightenment period.
An Interesting thing is that the differences between the early kasz and the late Easa
are very similar to the differences between the sijo poetry and the sasul-sijo poetry
in the case of their contents, rhetoric, writers’status, and aesthetic feelings.
Furthermore, we have to pay attention to the fact that, while the sijo poetry was not
able to reach the domain of literature during the enlightenment period, kasa could

attract interests from various fields during this period.

V. Conclusion

From the observation we have made so far, it is clear that the traditional Korean
poetry was transformed in a new form of poetry by overcoming its old form.
Furthermore, in view of the fact that a similar phenomenon occurred in the fields of
music and art as well, we have to reconsider the previous method of classifying the
periods of the history of Korean literature.

In other words, the history of Korean literature was previously divided into two
periods, the period of traditional literature and the period of modern literatature,
regarding the Kabo Reforms as the turning-point; but we should not forget the fact
that ahcertain reform is possible only in case there exist accompanying ideological and

socio-economic backgrounds. If we compare the differences between the literary works
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before the Kabo Reforms and modern novels or ckangga with the differences between
the works before the 18th century and those after it, it is obvious that we have to
reconsider the previous classification of Korean literature. ‘

Thus, I propose a hypothesis that it is more adequate to regard the early part of the
18th century as the dividing pdint between the traditional literature and the modern
literature. I believe it is the time to re-examine our history of literature on the basis
of the fact that there were movements to overcome the domain of the traditional

literature in the realist literature, in the sasul-sijo poetry, and in the late kasa,

- 163 —



