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Introduction

Of all forms of Chosŏn-period (1392-1910) literature, the poetic genre of the kasa most clearly reflects the social context of production and consumption. Although there are numerous sub-genres and differences between various periods, many kasa, particularly from the second half of the Chosŏn period, are highly discursive and directly address a specific audience of readers or listeners, giving explicit expression to the concerns, ideals and realities of the communities they were composed for. Especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries kasa increasingly broke loose from the mold of literary or ideological models (although they never entirely abandoned either literary models or ideology) and allowed a much larger share of the real, lived experience of their authors and audiences to enter the texts, while a greater diversity of voices made itself heard. As a genre, therefore, the kasa offer promising ground for investigations into the cultural identity and imaginary of the social groups among which they circulated.

Identities are never exclusive. Each person has several potential cores of identity, as a man or a woman, as a child, as a parent, as a member of a family, as an inhabitant of a village or citizen of a town, as a member of a guild or professional group, as someone living in a particular region, as a member of a nation or a transnational community; the list can be expanded almost endlessly. Individuals and groups may choose to express one side of their being more emphatically and privilege one identity over another, but generally people’s sense of identity is not reduced to a single choice and remains plural. In fact, I want to argue that in order for a sense of identification with a wider, and therefore more abstract, community to take hold it should be integrated with identifications with smaller, less abstract units. Par​ticipation in the imagined community of the nation in many cases does not proceed immediately from the level of the individual to that of the nation, but is at least in part based on intermediary identifications. Here one may of course think of the institutions or groups that are often referred to as “civil society,” but the scope of such entities is wider than those that are usually subsumed under this category and may include involuntary associations such as the family.
 From this perspective, I intend to conduct a brief survey to see what different Late-Chosŏn sub-genres of kasa, each addressing its own constituency, tell us about processes of identity formulation at various levels of society and to examine the question how various identities were integrated or opposed to each other. In view of the considerable quantity of remaining Chosŏn-period kasa and the variety of sub-genres, however, this will be no more than a scratching of the surface.

Pak Illo

The kasa poet who stands out at the very beginning of the period under consideration is Pak Illo (1561-1642), who left seven kasa, among which two he wrote in connection with the 1592-98 Japanese invasions and the continued Japanese threat after their retreat. Pak Illo served as a naval officer directly involved in the fighting and it is sometimes said he wrote the latter two songs to stiffen the morale of the men who served under him. The earliest of these kasa is 1598’s “T’aep’yŏngsa” (Song of Peace), which celebrates the defeat of the Japanese and the victory of civilization.  From the very first line this song defines the community it is about: it is the state of Korea in relation to the “island barbarians” from the east, with its great and civilized ally of the Ming in the west. The perspective is Sinocentric: Korea is remote and small, east of the sea, and the source of the country’s civilization is Kija, the Viscount of Ji. This Sinocentrism, however, does not preclude pride in Korea’s own history and culture. In fact, it might just as well be emphasized that the advent of Kija with his mission civilisatrice to Pak Illo is the beginning of a separate existence for the country, which in its subsequent development will match up to the standards of Han, Tang and Song. In the poem, the debt to the Ming emperor for his support is generously acknowledged, but this is more than balanced by due attention to the role of the Korean king and the exploits of Korean officers and soldiers. The framework is firmly Confucian; the influence of the monarch is such that even anonymous nobodies (among whom according to the evidence of another of his kasa Pak Illo included himself) turn into servants of the nation, desirous to repay the king’s favor, even at the expense of their lives. In the final part of the song the Chinese involvement in the war completely disappears behind the horizon as the readers/listeners are urged to repay the favor of the monarch and Heaven’s support is invoked for “our country” (我邦國).


If this song is compared with the celebrated, equally Confucian kasa “Samiin’gok” (Thinking of the Beloved) by Songgang Chŏng Ch’ŏl (1537-1594), in which the poet in time-honored fashion appeals to the monarch using the persona of the woman abandoned by her “lord,” there is a vast difference, although Songgang preceded Pak Illo by only one generation. Where “Samiin’gok” is exclusively concerned with the relationship between the monarch and one of his ministers, “T’aep’yŏngga,” even while it emphasizes the importance of the relationship between king and subject, is not about a one-to-one relationship between one man and his monarch, but about the nation as a whole.
 It does not, moreover, present an entirely idealistic, one might even say romanticized, view, as does “Samiin’gok.” In certain places experienced reality intrudes into the rhetoric of the song, for instance when Pak Illo notes that the troops were so fatigued that they were unable to press their advantage and they let the Japanese escape from their encirclement.


“Sŏnsangt’an” (Sailor’s Lament), composed by Pak Illo in 1605, when he had been called back into active service as a shipmaster because of fears of a new Japanese onslaught, looks back on the invasions. In many ways the contents are similar to those of “T’aepyŏngga,” but there are significant differences as well. Much more than the latter song, which was written in the euphoria that reigned at the end of the war, “Sŏnsangt’an” suggests that the invasions brought great suffering to Korea and even disgrace — a disgrace that had not yet been wiped out. The Japanese are referred to in even less flattering terms: “thieves of rats and dogs” or “those wriggling island barbarians.” Contemporary China, by contrast, is not mentioned at all, although there are quite a few references to ancient Chinese civilization. Once again Pak Illo states the civilization of Korea (“our Eastern country” 吾東方) is on a par with those of Han, Tang and Song (a refrain that is repeated in his kasa “Tongnaktang”). The final lines picture a Korean king who with his saintly virtue desires nothing but peaceful coexistence and as a ruler matching the legendary Chinese sovereigns Yao and Shun will create a world of peace (太平天下) which allows his subjects a happy and carefree existence. The concept of imperial suzerainty does not enter in the representation of Korea in “Sŏnsangt’an.” Rather, the terminology used in connection with the king attributes “imperial virtue” to him. 

Pak Illo’s treatment of China in this kasa would be typical of that in the kasa of late Chosŏn as a whole. China often appears, not as a political entity, but as a storehouse of cultural tropes. In very much the same manner, Pak Illo’s European contemporaries would freely draw on the treasuries of their own antique civilizations, those of Greece and Rome. It is symptomatic that historically Chinese allusions in the kasa refer to ages long past and very rarely get beyond Song.
  


Pak Illo’s wrote his remaining five kasa after he retired from government service. They are mostly about simple, rustic life and the contentment of an existence close to nature, the standard subjects for an important sub-class of kasa that cannot be seen in isolation from the existence of a substantial group of literati who had no hopes of employment by the government. In the background of Pak Illo’s kasa, however, there is always the state, for which, as the author reminds us repeatedly, he risked his life while still on active duty, “with shiny spear and armored horse rushing about, without rest,”
 “stepping on corpses, wading through blood.”
 “Yŏngnamga” (Song of the Southeast), composed in 1635, is a eulogy to an unusually benevolent governor of Kyŏngsang Province (and, in the background, to the king who sent him). This song speaks from the viewpoint of the population of this area, who suffered the brunt of the Japanese attacks more than 40 years earlier. Behind the poem there is the Confucian model of virtue that suffuses society from above. 

In all of Pak’s kasa, landscapes are not merely rivers and mountains, fields and woods, but they are all covered, to use Peter Berger’s phrase, by the “sacred canopy” of the Confucian order, which is a national order demanding the allegiance of all, even the grey-bearded veteran who spends his last years far from the capital. Hence, 1636’s “Nogyega” (Song of the Reed Stream), a description of the simple pleasures of rustic retirement, ends with praise to the monarch who has made all this possible and a prayer for his longevity, so weapons and armor will be left idle for 10 million years and the peasants will sing cheerfully while toiling in the fields and drawing water. This wish for peace (which as we know would prove vain within the same year) of course reflects the traumatic recent history of the peninsula, to which he refers more explicitly in five of his six other vernacular songs.
 In the kasa of Pak Illo, Korea is not only a community united by the Confucian order, but also a community of personally experienced suffering.

Travel kasa
The traumatic events of the late 16 century are also recalled in an 18th-century kasa by Kim In’gyŏm (1707-17) titled “Iltongjangyuga.”
 This is a very long travel diary in poetic form, written by one of the secretaries accompanying the 1763 embassy to Japan (the so-called Kyemi t’ongsinsa). Kim In’gyŏm served the government, like Pak Illo, but for him this happened only late in life when he was invited to join the embassy. He had not taken the higher civil service examinations; for him, as he himself stated, the “pure title” of the chinsa degree sufficed.
 He may be considered, therefore, as representative of the provincial scholars who were somewhat marginal with regard to the center of power. The contents and tone of “Iltongjangyuga” are much more varied than those of the shorter kasa of Pak Illo, but Kim In’gyŏm represents himself consistently as part of a politically and culturally defined nation, with clear borders and a shared history. Before he was called to serve his county, he relates, he traveled through the eight provinces of Chosŏn Korea and saw all its “famous mountains and great rivers.” He does not elaborate what this traveling at that time meant to him, but in the description of the slow progress of the long train of all those who took part in the embassy from Seoul to Tongnae it clearly transpires that to him “mountains and rivers” were not mere geographical features. Imbued with significance derived from history, landscapes assumed an additional, and sometimes national, dimension. After crossing the Han River, the travelers pass the “Two Tombs,” the tombs of Kings Sŏngjong and Chungjong, the Japanese invaders had desecrated, prompting Kim In’gyŏm to shed “tears of indignation thinking of the year imjin.”
 
This is not the only occasion on which he thinks of what happened 171 years earlier. When he has crossed the Tal River in Ch’ungch’ŏng Province he overlooks a battlefield, the place where nearly two centuries earlier the generals Sin Ip and Kim Yŏmul confronted the Japanese invaders, and is moved to write a poem to comfort their souls.
 In Ch’ungju, he pays reverence at Ch’ungnyŏlsa (Shrine to Loyalty), dedicated to those who had given their lives for the country, and when he advances into Kyŏngsang Province over a strategically situated mountain pass, he laments that during the Imjin Wars the Korean commander, in spite of his positional advantage, allowed the Japanese to cross.
 In Tongnae, Kim In’gyŏm visits another Ch’ungnyŏlsa, where once again he is much moved by the heroic feats of those who resisted the first Japanese onslaught.
 The community of directly experienced suffering in the kasa of Pak Illo in “Iltongjangyuga” has mutated into a community of remembered suffering and it is quite likely literary works like Pak Illo’s kasa were among the vectors that made this possible.

Not all of his historical memories are related to the Japanese invasions. Near Kyŏngju he notes the tomb of the Silla general Kim Yusin and when he enters the town itself he observes that in this former capital the customs of Silla have remained unchanged.
 Among the lieux de mémoire of Kyŏngju he lists the Chŏmsŏngdae astronomical observatory, the fire beacons, Panwŏl fortress, P’osŏkchŏng and the Five Royal Tombs. These are all “national” memories in the sense that they are places that derive their meaning not in the last place to the fact that Silla is the “ancestor” of Chosŏn. Kim In’gyŏm, however, is not only a subject of Chosŏn; he also is a member of a particular lineage, and this identity, too, gives a special meaning to some places in the landscapes he traverses. Although he lived in Kongju, his lineage was that of the Andong Kim-ssi and therefore he devotes several lines to his visiting ancestral graves in Andong and meetings with kinsmen.

When Kim In’gyŏm subsequently arrives in Japan, this confrontation with the Other obviously calls forth reflections that directly or indirectly concern the identity of the observer. Difference is often interpreted as lack of civilization, as when he notes the naked hairy legs of Japanese men and the unspeakable behavior of Japanese women who make indecent proposals and display their bare bottoms to the Koreans on board the ships that sail along the Japanese coast.
 Nevertheless Kim In’gyŏm is not biased and duly notes things he admires, although this never seems to reach the point where he seriously begins to question his own values.  

A kasa that is comparable to “Iltongjangyuga” in theme and length is “Yŏn​haeng​​ga” (Voyage to Beijing) by Hong Sunhak (1842-?), which describes the embassy to the Chinese court undertaken in 1866. According to the evidence of the last lines of this kasa, Hong composed it to comfort his aged parents. As in “Iltongjangyuga,” here, too, part of the song is dedicated to the journey to the border, and again it turns out the landscape is inscribed with history. Hong faithfully notes the bustle of flourishing contemporary Kaesŏng, but devotes more attention to its history, invoking the literary topos of the contrast between the mountains, which are as in antiquity, and the past glory of the old capital of Koryŏ, of which nothing remains but withered trees and weeds. At Sŏnjuk Bridge where the Koryŏ loyalist Chŏng Mongju was murdered, he is duly impressed by the stains of his blood that in spite of centuries of wind and rain remain clearly visible. This bridge deserves to be called a national monument, with a stele inscribed in the hand of King Sukchong and a balustrade preventing people from defiling it with their feet.
 In P’yŏngyang, he visits the shrine devoted to Kija, thanks to whom P’yŏngyang is “the root of our country.” The civilisation Kija created, he notes, is still there, together with the well from which he drank, but old trees and weeds surround his ancient tomb. The stele in front of it had been broken, Hong deplored, by the lawless Japanese during their invasion in the sixteenth century.
 Nearly 300 years after the fact, this once more demonstrates the enduring role the Japanese invasions played in the living narrative of national history. When the embassy reaches Ŭiju, the year imjin again intrudes on the consciousness of Hong Sunhak when he sees the house where King Sŏnjo stayed after he fled north to escape the advancing Japanese armies: “When I think of that time/my indignation knows no bounds.”
 

In other passages it becomes clear the connotations of the landscape are not only conceived in historical terms, but also, one might say, “touristic.” The country of Chosŏn is the setting of beautiful scenery as well as battlefields and other places of historical import. Time and again Hong Sunhak notes spots famous because of their natural beauty, such as the steep cliffs of Hoeransŏk and the Pak Yŏn waterfall and he draws comparisons with other spots in other provinces his public apparently is also familiar with.
 The scenery of P’yŏngyang makes a very deep impression on him:

Rumors I had heard

of the beauty of its mountains and rivers, 

of its pavilions and terraces.

Enraptured I was by a single glimpse;

what I had heard was true! 
Hong inspected the city and all its famous beauty spots and found that P’yŏngyang equaled the capital in its prosperity and was superlative in natural beauty.
 

It was, however, not only the beauty of woods, rivers and mountains that caught his eye, but also the beauty of the kisaeng. In such cases it is not necessarily just grace and charm of the women he meets that prompt him to tell the audience about this. He also defers to the topos of the saekhyang, locations famous for the beauty of their women. P’yŏngyang was such a place,
 as was Sŏnch’ŏn.
 No less than the sites related to national history or regions famous for their scenery these saekhyang were part of the mental world of Chosŏn geography. 


The separate nature of Chosŏn vis-à-vis China in the minds of Chosŏn Koreans is dramatically illustrated by the verses that describe the crossing of the frontier when the travelers reach the Yalu River.
 While Hong Sunhak previously noted his progress across various provincial boundaries very briefly, here he fell prey to extraordinarily strong emotions, sighing and shedding tears. He linked these emotions explicitly to his two primary identifications, family and country (家國之懷 그지없어/억제하기 어려운 중) and once he crossed the Yalu he “looked back and back again: ‘farewell my country!’”

Even on foreign soil, the travelers find themselves in a spot that recalls to memory an episode from Korean history: the mountain pass where King Hyojong, then still a prince, composed a sijo when he was on his way to Shenyang as a hostage. Hong Sunhak inserts one line of this sijo in his kasa, and adds: “the past came to life again/causing infinite sadness.”
 This may serve as a reminder that Korean historical identity was also formulated and transmitted through the medium of the sijo, which in many cases in easily memorable form encapsulate the essence of historical incidents that were particularly meaningful to the people of Chosŏn.
 


Similar emotions are evoked in Hong Sunhak’s breast when they arrive at the Chosŏn’gwan in Shenyang.
  
How sad: this is the place

where we mourn the Three Scholars!

It is as if in their loneliness, 10 000 li [from home],

They eagerly welcome us…

When we enter through the South Gate

there is the Chosŏn’gwan, it’s said. 
How many years of humiliation the Great King Hyojong 

suffered after he had entered that place!

The year pyŏngja is our arch-enemy!

When shall we have our revenge?

Passing this spot 

no subject of later generations

can suppress the anger in his heart!
After their arrival in Beijing, Hong betrays similar emotion, although to a lesser degree, when he sees the place where on the 19th of the third lunar month of the year kapsin (i.e. 1644; Hong provides the exact date) the last Ming Emperor took his own life.
 Behind his emotions there were, one may safely surmise, the tremendous consequences the fall of the Ming had had for Korea. Elsewhere “Yŏnhaengga” confirms the well-known fact that Chosŏn literati considered themselves the true successors to the Ming. Hong Sunhak mentions the Koreans were envied by Chinese officials they befriended, who had had to bow to Manchu fashions, for the Ming-style costumes the Koreans continued to wear.
  

National and Local Pride

“Hanyangga” (Song of Hanyang) composed by an author who used the pseudonym Hansan kŏsa (“a scholar without office from the capital”) is a long kasa of 1,528 verses,
 and in effect a eulogy to the capital in all its aspects. It is dated 1844, although in some editions there may be later additions. There is no doubt, however, that it is a description of Seoul as it flourished in the 19th century. The central question here should be not only who the author was and what his social position was, but above all the related question of who were the audience of this kasa and to which sense of identity the song appealed. I will argue that “Hanyangga” appeals both to a sense of national identity and local identity, and that the intended audience occupied a fairly wide range of social niches.

Following some verses about the creation of the world, the opening lines of “Hanyangga” contain a description of the capital in terms of geomantic location.
 Such passages are a common feature in many Chosŏn-period literary texts, and were inserted whenever a particular place had to be introduced, but that is no reason to dismiss such descriptions as mere clichés, because the details may contain significant information that is particular to the individual text under consideration. In “Hanyangga,” in conformity with the usual pattern, a quick one-verse reference is made to the Chinese Kunlun mountains, but the remaining verses are all about Korea. The capital is located between Paektusan in the North and Hallasan on Cheju Island in the South. It is striking that the net is cast much more widely than in the usual geomantic descriptions, which limit themselves to mountain ranges in the immediate vicinity of a specific place. 
Each auspicious geomantic site has its “Blue Dragon,” the mountain range that protects it in the East and a “Table Mountain” to the South. In the case of Hanyang the Blue Dragon is T’araksan (also know as Nakt’asan or Naksan), but the capital’s “Outer Blue Dragon” is constituted by the Diamond Mountains, while its “Outer Table Mountain” is Hallasan across the Southern Sea. Thus Hanyang, “a capital created by Heaven,” is at the center of the realm and organically linked to its most outlying regions. Here “Hanyangga” praises the capital as the center of the country, from which the king governs the nation. Yet, in many other places a different view of the city transpires in “Hanyangga”: it is seen as a city in which the monarchy forms a focal point, but where many other people, yangban and non-yangban, live and work. It is perhaps no accident that the first reference in “Hanyangga” to the inhabitants of the city is to the “myriad households of the citizens” (여염은 억만가요).
 Many kinds of city-dwellers are mentioned at various places in the song, including commoners such as merchants, craftsmen like tile-makers and carpenters, as well as policemen and horse handlers. Remarkable are the numerous verses that describe the royal body guards and the non-yangban pyŏlgam, who performed various services in palaces or government offices (often of a rather menial nature), in quite flattering terms and at considerable length.
 Musicians and kisaeng, too, receive considerable attention.
 It is safe to speculate the author of “Hanyangga” belonged to a social stratum that worked in close proximity to the ruling elite (like, for instance, the pyŏlgam) but somewhat at a social distance from the yangban elite. This is confirmed by the meticulous descriptions of the various kinds of merchandise for sale at the markets of Seoul, which often go into trifling detail, as in an enumeration of all kinds of combs. It is difficult to imagine an elite scholar stooping to display such an encyclopedic knowledge of the trivia of daily life.
 
On the other hand, the author of “Hanyangga” also was conversant with innumerable details related to the organization of government bureaus, the layout of palaces, etc., and he also devoted numerous verses to the civil and military examinations. This matches the assumption that Hansan kŏsa was a typical citizen of Hanyang, where a sizeable part of the population, although not belonging to the yangban status group, in daily life was in close contact with the palaces and government, which gave the city its particular character.
 There is a double identification in “Hanyangga.” The kasa takes pride in the nation, but it is also an expression of the more local pride of the city dwellers, who assert their own worth by inserting their identity in the national narrative. There is no doubt such pride existed. Already in the 18th century it had found expression in poetry in Chinese.
 


A much shorter kasa that in many ways is reminiscent of “Hanyangga” is “T’aep’yŏngsa” (Song of Great Peace), some variants of which are actually also called “Hanyangga.” To begin with it provides a brief account of the geomantic location of Hanyang (using Paektusan as the point of departure), relates the foundation of the capital and lists the favorably located palaces. “Who [in such an auspicious spot] would not be a loyal servant of the throne?” Lavish praise is heaped on various institutions and functionaries of the government. Of those who worked in the royal library, for instance, it is said: “All the scholars of the Kyujanggak are as erudite as Han Yu.” “Great and glorious it is,/The civilization of cap and robe of our Chosŏn” is the conclusion of this part. The invasions of the Japanese and the Manchus are briefly recalled as rude interruptions to 400 years of peace, but thanks to the monarchs’ virtue the good times had returned. Then the kasa, which most likely dates from 1841, describes very recent developments: the death of King Sunjo in 1834, the regency of Sunwŏn wanghu, and the assumption of personal rule by King Hŏnjong in 1841. As this is followed by the expectation the country now will enjoy prosperity and peace, up to this point the song can be seen as a celebration of this event. The time to rejoice has arrived, “T’aep’yŏngsa” announces in exuberant terms. What follows might be seen as a logical consequence of this, but is still somewhat unexpected, so unexpected that some have suggested the latter half of this kasa is an addition. The poet addresses the young men in the houses of pleasure in the city and reminds them human life is brief — old age and death approach with lightning speed — and they should enjoy youth while it lasts. This point is reinforced with a long enumeration of Chinese heroes and beauties who already for many centuries have been resting in their graves. This kasa has been attributed to a “Queen Kim” (there are several queens who would answer to that description), but Ko Sunhŭi has convincingly argued this is highly unlikely if not impossible and the author most likely was an educated gentleman in Seoul.
 Whether there was one author or whether it was a joint production is less important for our purposes. What counts is that this kasa circulated in this form and on the one hand projects the idea of the nation in which the citizens of Seoul take particular pride, mixed with pride in their hometown, and on the other hand reflects the preoccupations of a specific group in the city, those who had the leisure and means to indulge in the pleasures the capital offered.     
Kyubang kasa
A sub-genre of the kasa that is typical of the late Chosŏn period is that of the kyubang kasa, the “kasa of the inner room” written for and often (but certainly not always) by women.
 Kyubang kasa continued to be composed after the end of the Chosŏn period. Although most of them are in manuscript, anonymous and undated, from internal evidence it is clear many were written in the 20th century and some of them as late as the 1960s. This poses some problems in the context of the present discussion, which is limited to the Chosŏn period, and for that reason works of which the date of composition can be established with reasonable confidence will be privileged. This implies the kasa of known authorship, a mere fraction of the total, will receive much more attention than their number would warrant.  

At first sight, the kyubang kasa may seem unpromising when considering imaginings of larger communities, as their focus is on the relatively small face-to-face community of the family, which as a daily reality does not depend so much on acts of the imagination as, for instance, the nation. Nevertheless, even kyubang kasa that ostensibly deal with private matters like discord in the family and widowhood presume a social order that transcends family.

Yŏnan Yi-ssi (1737-1815), the wife of a descendant of Yu Sŏngnyong, the writer of Chingbirok, herself is the author of two of the ten or eleven Chosŏn kyubang kasa of known authorship. Of this number, her “Ssangbyŏkka” (A Pair of Jewels), was written in 1794.
 She composed it when her son and his cousin in the same year passed the highest civil examination, an occasion deemed so special that King Chŏngjo sent a personal emissary with a sacrificial text (chemun) he had composed for the lineage’s famous ancestor Yu Sŏngnyong (1542-1607), to whose influence from beyond the grave (ŭmdŏk) this great success was ascribed.

As a celebration of the Hahoe Yu lineage into which Yi-ssi had married, this song is quite different from the laments about the fate of women that have become best known among the kyubang kasa, although laments about Yi-ssi’s personal situation are not entirely lacking in this song. Yi-ssi makes it clear that she has endured extreme poverty and her life has been “an arduous journey along a path full of thorns and brambles,” and dwells on the hardships of a married woman separated from her natal family, without the support of parents or sisters. She compares these with the fate of an envoy of the Chinese Han Dynasty whom the barbarians he had been sent to did not allow to return home for nineteen years and with the imprisonment of King Wen of Zhou by the last king of Yin, implicitly suggesting that to women marriage equals captivity. The focus of the song, however, is on the glory of her husband’s family. It is reasonable to interpret the juxtaposition of the at first sight disparate elements of the lament and the rejoicing about the family’s success as a conscious maneuver intended to create a narrative of hardship overcome through self-discipline, perseverance and self-sacrifice, not in the last place on the part of women.
 Such a didactic intent is entirely consonant with the message of many other women’s kasa, which emphasize the crucial role women play behind the scenes.
 The final triumph justifies all the hardships suffered earlier: “the resentments that had lodged in the deepest recesses of my heart/all have been dissolved at this hour!”
This kasa in its descriptions clearly shows the integration of different spheres of social life. The most fundamental level is that of the women’s own lives, which at times is far from glamorous. In spite of the high standing of Yi-ssi’s husband’s lineage she had, she claims, to dig herbs in the mountains with her “fine, well-cared-for hands.” Then there is the lineage as a whole, which when first introduced is placed in the local setting of its ancestral home in Hahoe. The superb geomantic qualities of this village in the countryside far from the capital are praised as being on a par with a whole list of places from Chinese antiquity that had produced great men. Finally there is the national sphere of the highest examinations for the recruitment of servants of the monarchy, which on this occasion bestows special royal favors on the lineage. In the kasa this is explicitly linked to the sphere of the inner rooms. It is Yi-ssi who because of her virtue has been able to  “raise the servants of the state” (社稷之臣 키우시고). The similes used to praise her suggest she exerted herself hidden from the view of the world: “jade comes from the high mountains/gold comes from the depths of the sea.” In the kasa, there is a constant movement from one sphere to another. The first lines, for instance, quickly move from the grace of the monarch to the glory of the lineage and then to the hardships of Yi-ssi as a young bride, while in the concluding part passages about Yi-ssi and her son and nephew are followed by a wish for the peace and stability of the country (“our land”) and an assertion of the undying fame the young men brought to their lineage.

In a sense the very form of the kasa, too, connects these spheres. As a kasa for the women’s quarters it is of course written in the vernacular, but it makes a very liberal use of allusions that belong to the hanmun culture of the male elite, referring for instance to the famous philosophical “Four-Seven Debate” between Kobong Ki Taesŭng (1529-1592) and T’oegye Yi Hwang (1501-1570), and freely quoting phrases from a wide array of Chinese classics.

Y
ŏnan Yi-ssi also has left us the first kyubang kasa that also is known as a travel kasa, “Puyŏ nojŏnggi.”
 This was written in 1804 and mainly recalls events that took place when her son had been appointed magistrate of Puyŏ four years earlier. In fact, it is slightly misleading to refer to it as a travel kasa (in spite of the title) because, although a trip from Hahoe to Puyŏ is described in this song, the main emphasis is on family affairs of different kinds, including a tearful reunion on the way with a younger sister Yi-ssi had not seen for thirty years and a banquet held in Puyŏ to celebrate her husband’s sixtieth birthday.
 The record of the journey itself is slight. Yi-ssi mainly describes the scenic beauty of some of the places she passes and notes her great sense of liberation on this first trip in forty years. Although in this case there is little trace of the attribution of a particular meaning to particular sites because of their historical connotations, in one passage there is an indication that Yi-ssi, too, conceived of the country as a setting for sites of a particular significance. “Only now I saw the Ŭnjin Maitreya in Nosŏng Prefecture,” she says, referring to the megalithic image (actually of Avalokiteśvara) that apparently even then was a “tourist sight” one should have seen.
 There is less shifting between spheres of life in this song than in “Ssangbyŏkka,” but in a less obtrusive way wider circles than those of the family are present in the background, for instance in reference to the state structure with its examinations and officialdom, in which the son succeeds in doing what the father never had been able to achieve.  

Two other kasa of known authorship that are regarded as kyubang kasa are “Kim taebi hunmin’ga” (Queen Kim’s Instructions to the People) and “Puin hunmin’ga” (Instructions to the People for Women). It is not disputed that the first was really composed by the wife of King Sunjo (Sunwŏn wanghu; 1789-1857) and not unlikely that she also wrote the second. Some researchers even suggest the two songs were originally part of one kasa.
 “Kim taebi hunmin’ga” is actually less a kyubang kasa than a more general didactic kasa, although it should be noted that manuscripts of it were kept among collections of kyubang kasa, particularly in households of the Andong Kim lineage to which Kim taebi herself belonged. 
This kasa successively deals with relations within the family (with parents-in-law, other relatives and spouses), with relations within the village and with friends, and with the need for farmers to work diligently. Although the contents, which describe quite concrete situations rather than just general principles, are addressed to both men and women, Ch’oe Kyusu has pointed out that the text in some places pays particular attention to a woman’s point of view. A perusal of the text confirms this and shows that when men are addressed this is often with women’s interest in mind. Among human feelings those between husband and wife are mentioned as most important and men are warned not to abandon the wives they have lived with for a long time, if there is no valid reason for divorce. They are moreover discouraged to let their wives accumulate grudges because they have to sleep alone (in other words, they should not take concubines), squandering precious resources that should be transmitted to the children. Man and wife should be mutually harmonious, and men should not invite ruin by indulging in drinking and lechery. Walking along the village paths, men should not follow women, maintaining the separation of the sexes that is the sign of civilization. Nor should they visit houses where no men are present, because in that way widows are ruined who try to maintain their chastity. 

In the final part, where farmers are urged to work diligently, the state appears in an indirect way. If they don’t, the kasa asks, how will the farmers be able to survive the winter months and in spring pay their taxes? For the rest in this kasa, which deals with the spheres of the family and the lineage as well as that of the village community, the sphere of the nation only appears in the person of the author, but one has to assume that because of the authorship of Kim taebi the readers of this kasa and those who listened to it must have been very aware of it.   

The other kasa attributed to Kim taebi, “Puin hunmin’ga,” is a very brief text. That it is directly addressed to women is clear from the title and the first lines: “Woman walking over there, don’t walk too fast, but listen to my words,” which create the impression as if the writer accidentally meets another member of her sex in a country lane. Here, paradoxically, full responsibility is allotted to women themselves, who should serve their parents-in-law and husbands with sincerity, be patient with their husbands and not turn against their concubines. Heaven then will acknowledge their virtue and bless them with obedient children. The family should be the focus of women’s lives; they should not needlessly wander about the village and are counselled to avoid men they cross on their way. In the heat of summer they should not go out in a state of undress.

Many didactic kasa for the inner quarters, whether written by women or men, aimed to prepare women for their role within the family of their husbands.  Poems entitled Kye(n)yŏga (Instructions for Daughters), which begin with lines like “My daughter, listen to me!/Tomorrow you will go to your in-laws,” are representative of this kind of kasa. If we look at one example, anonymous and of uncertain date, but according to all evidence stemming from the late Chosŏn period,
 it contains the expected generalities of Confucian thinking about the essential human relations: show filial piety to your parents-in-law, never forget that there should be a clear distinction between man and wife, etcetera. It also gives practical advice based on more personal experience, however, and discusses matters that are related to the cardinal Confucian human relationships but do not receive much attention in texts redacted by men. In a sense the daughter is taught how to manipulate her parents-in-law by suppressing her primary reactions. When they are angry with her, she should not immediately talk back, but patiently bide her time and when their anger has subsided quietly explain things. She should revere her husband like Heaven, but she should also encourage him to study and not allow him to be lazy (in the background of this exhortation, though unexpressed, there is of course the examination system run by the central government). When he scolds her, she should answer with a smile, although that might be interpreted as lack of respect. Implied is that the relationship between husband and wife, which should be characterized by harmony and by obedience on the part of the wife, is also based on an emotional tie, to which the wife may appeal, although she should never give her feelings free rein. 
A following section of this kasa is dedicated to the relationship with close relatives (in-laws) of the same generation which, the author realistically assesses, is more difficult that that with the parents-in-law and the husband, who are inclined to forgive the younger people or their own spouse. The daughter should handle these relationships carefully and always keep in mind both the ideological and practical importance of maintaining harmony. One might need these relatives in difficult times! How to arrange the offerings for an ancestral sacrifice is another fixed item in such kasa. The need for cleanliness and decorum are emphasized, but it is added that however much the children pester their mother for a piece of the offerings (above all the rice cake, presumably), they should not be given anything before chesa has been conducted. Relations with guests and neighbors are also described in realistic terms: what to do, for instance, if a neighbor comes to borrow something. When guests are around, the daughter should take care not to suggest that harmony and decorum within the household are anything but perfect by raising her voice so that it could be heard by the visitors. 
Quite lengthy are the instructions concerning child-raising (even though they are prefaced by the remark “although this is a thing for the future”). Part of this is mere common sense (“don’t feed them meat that has gone off”), but in general the tendency is that the young mother should control her natural impulses and always strike a balance, neither spoiling the children, for instance, nor punishing them excessively. Such controlled behavior is also counseled in the daughter’s dealing with the servants, who always should be treated with due consideration, and in her contacts with the local community.

Other versions of the kyenyŏga sub-genre, especially from the later years of the Chosŏn period, show a greater tendency to bring personal feelings to the fore. An example of this is “Hong-ssi kyenyŏsa” of 1896, in which the author, Hong-ssi, forcefully expresses the intense sadness she feels when she has to send off her fourteen-year-old daughter for marriage and realizes she herself must have caused her own parents similar pain.
 At the same time, however, she also advises her child to behave well according to the usual standards, recommending filial piety and striving for harmony as the best way to achieve happiness. Her personal grief does not prompt her to reject traditional values.

Among all the numerous varieties of kyubang kasa, the most poignantly personal are the kasa written by women just before they took their lives after their husbands had died, such “Chŏlmyŏngsa” by Chŏnŭi Yi-ssi (1723-1748) and “Myŏngdo chat’ansa” by Namwŏn Yun-ssi (?-1801). Recent studies have argued these women killed themselves out of despair because of their desperate situation rather than because they followed the socially admired model of the virtuous wife who follows her husband into death.
 Their despair certainly was not without reason; Yun-ssi, for example, was poor and childless, her parents-in-law were already dead and, although she was still young, social mores forbade her to remarry. The opposition between personal motives and socially inspired motivations is, however, not absolute; the latter intermingle with the former. 
If one considers the care with which Yun-ssi prepared for her suicide, writing not only a kasa but also detailed instructions in which she spelled out in detail how all kinds of matters should be arranged, it is clear that her death was not merely a blind act of despair. In any case, after her death her in-laws actively promoted her image as a virtuous woman (yŏllyŏ), putting her writings together in a book, and the local community of Confucian scholars petitioned the government to extend recognition to her as such. The readers of her kasa, therefore, even if they were moved by the description of personal suffering also will have interpreted it as an expression of an ideology that bound individual lives together into the greater communities of lineage and nation.

What goes for “Myŏngdo chat’ansa” goes, mutatis mutandis, for all kyubang kasa in which women lament their fate. Although these songs were in a sense personal, they were also inextricably linked to particular social configurations, without which women would perhaps have had little to complain about to begin with. It was a fundamental characteristic of these configurations that in their representational imaginary they connected family, lineage, local community and the nation as a whole. 

Buddhist kasa
The imaginary of Buddhist kasa, perhaps the most widely diffused sub-genre because of their recitation by beggar monks apart from their distribution in manuscript form or printed editions, is largely concerned with the structure of the hereafter.
 Therefore these songs may seem unpromising material for the reconstruction of the social imaginary of Chosŏn. In fact, exactly those Buddhist kasa that concentrate on depictions of the courts of the underworld where the dead are judged and the torments sinners have to undergo also dwell in detail on life in this world and the social ideals that, if realized, will assure a human being rebirth in the Pure Land of Amitābha, or at least allow her or him to escape the worst punishments in the numerous gruesome hells. Reflecting the particular nature of Korean Buddhism in the second half of the Chosŏn period, these songs stress that for Buddhist believers it is essential to be filial to parents, maintain harmony within the family and serve the state with loyalty. Confucian ethics were totally assimilated in Late Chosŏn Buddhist practice and with them Confucian concepts as to the elementary units of society. Consequently, the Confucian nation of Chosŏn is just as present in Buddhist kasa as ideas about karma and reincarnation.  

Conclusions

In late Chosŏn, more and more voices expressed themselves in the idiom of the kasa. Various groups within society produced and enjoyed their own variety of these vernacular songs, but these sub-genres were not completely isolated. New sub-genres developed out of older forms of the kasa and it is possible to think of each kasa as a palimpsest, a text in which here and there parts of older writings in the same genre shine through in the new text. With its detailed realistic descriptions of the many things Kim In’gyŏm observed on his travels, Iltongjangyuga is quite different from earlier kasa, but at the beginning of the poem, before Kim In’gyŏm has received the invitation to join the embassy, he draws on conventional motifs of the sub-genre of kasa describing the life of the retired scholar. The creative recycling of elements from earlier songs was reinforced by the fact that kasa were a traditional formulaic genre in which the use of the building blocks of formulae and formulaic systems was an accepted standard technique.
 
Once the genre was created, whether it was in late Koryŏ or in the fifteenth century, kasa were never creations ex nihilo. This was not just a matter of wording and style. The older sources for new kasa also were “carriers” of implicit identifications, which the adopting group might accept, modify or reject. In this context it is intriguing that “T’aep’yŏngsa” mentioned earlier in some manuscripts functions as the first part of a kasa titled “Kŏch’angga.”
 The additional verses of “Kŏch’angga” are very different in nature and constitute a critique of local government in Kŏch’ang prefecture. My guess would be that “T’aep’yŏngsa” was used as a kind of counterbalance to the potentially explosive content of the grievances of the population of Kŏch’ang by an appeal to the benevolence of central government, which is so eloquently described in “T’aep’yŏngsa.”  

Both within and outside their sub-genre, kasa always continued to share certain discursive modes and common elements, which lent the genre as a whole a dialogic nature. Statements in one sub-genre took up part of the argument of another sub-genre, but subverted it, gave it a different twist or complemented it. By and large the dynamics of this were integrative rather destructive. In spite of laments, women for instance did not radically reject the existing order, and criticism of local government in “Kŏch’angga” was robbed of dangerous rebellious implications by the song of praise to national government that preceded it. The development of particular local identities, whether of family, lineage or town, was not necessarily a threat to identification with a community of a higher order. On the contrary, it may be argued that true participation in more abstract communities is only possible on the basis of a firm identification with one’s more immediate surroundings. Once a link is established with the larger community this again changes daily life in the face-to-face community of the family or lineage, as becomes apparent in many passages from kasa of all kinds, such as the line in “Kyenyŏga” urging the daughter to push her husband to study to pass the government examinations or gain or maintain status in the local community. In this case, it is through the kasa that women are mobilized to achieve success at the national level, even though they themselves do not leave their own sphere. 

If it still seems somewhat far-fetched to connect kasa that seem very personal, such as the kyubang kasa, with the formation of larger communities, one may also note that many of these songs are very much preoccupied with the control of human emotions. This is significant in the perspective of the theory of the civilizing process formulated by Norbert Elias, who put such controls over emotions and behavior in the context of the emergence of more complex social interdependencies, or “figurations” in the course of long-term historical developments, including state and nation formation.
 Political economic and social developments in the late Chosŏn period were of such a scale and nature that one would expect new figurations and changes in habitus (a term Bourdieu borrowed from Elias) and kasa like “Kyenyŏga” may be seen as part of the civilizing process that accompanied such developments.

However that may be, it is possible therefore to think of kasa as an interface between different layers and sections of the population, thanks to which the destinies of separate spheres or communities imaginatively were joined together into bigger entities. Kasa therefore were part of the social dynamics between different groups, but it should not be overlooked that they also functioned within groups, acting as a medium through which these communities were created and reproduced. This is quite obvious in songs like “Ssangbyŏkka” and also may be said to be a function of kasa like “Hanyangga.” 

Of course, one cannot claim that the network of kasa covered the entire population. Kasa were to a large extent linked to yangban society. But gradually they spread to other groups of the population, such as non-yangban city dwellers. Moreover yangban society itself changed in the course of time, with more people laying claim to yangban status—whether this was recognized by local yangban communities or not—while a separate sub-genre of kasa developed for yangban women, broadening the social basis of the genre as a whole. In addition to that, kasa exerted considerable influence on other genres, such as shaman songs and folk songs,
 so that the scope of the effectiveness of the genre of the kasa as a vehicle for imaginary constructions of communities was substantially enlarged.
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