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1. Introduction

The last fifteen years of Japanese colonial rule from 1930-1945 were an unusually active period in Korean literary history. Building on the literary language that developed in the 1920s, writers became active in a number of literary movements that covered a wide range of political and cultural ideologies. The activities of Korean Artists Proletarian Federation (KAPF) writers who were inspired by socialist realism, for example, were balanced by writers who apolitical “pure literature” associated with various other “pure literature” movements. In between stood the modernist writers of the Kuinhoe, or “Group of Nine.” Like the KAPF writers, they believed that literature could be perfected for the public good, but like the “pure-literature” writers, they believed that literature had an inherent aesthetic value that appealed to private pleasure. In the early 1930s, the writers of the Kuinhoe were drawn together by a passion for experimentation with language and a desire to create a truly “modern” literature in Korean. As the harshness of Japanese colonial rule increased in the late 1930s, the contradiction between public good and private pleasure tore at the Kuinhoe, forcing its members take sides in the underground battle between socialist realism and aestheticism. As a compromise, some members of the Kuinhoe withdrew from literary creation in favor of translating classical Chinese stories into modern Korean.

The life and work of two of the leading members of the Kuinhoe, Kim Kirim (1908-1950) and Pak T’aewŏn (1909-1987), epitomize the intellectual struggle to create a modern urban literature in a colonial state where “modern” and “urban” were part of the ruling colonial structure. Their passion for creating a modern literature that reflected the urban sensibilities of colonial Seoul stimulated them to experiment with new forms of literary language in what became “literature play.” Literature play contained a large number of references to the architectural and technological wonders of the new urban environment, many of which used foreign languages, such as English, French, and, of course, Japanese. Literature play was also marked by experimentation in style, narration, and visual and orthographic representation. Both Kim and Pak retreated from literature play in the late 1930s in favor of translation. Amid the ideological conflicts that swept across Korea after liberation in 1945, both writers focused on the question of nation-building and turned their attention to historical and socially relevant themes. Though this represented a retreat from the literature play that had given both writers great personal satisfaction in the early 1930s, they channeled their interest in “the new” into creating a new literature for a new nation. Kim Kirim’s life was cut short in 1950, but Pak T’aewŏn went on to become one of the leading writers of the new Korean state that was founded north of the 38th parallel.

2. Lives of Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn as Told by Their Sons

To understand how Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn became interested in literature play, it is necessary to look at their personal lives and their interactions with the ongoing colonial urban development. Much of the information in the section that follows comes from interviews with Kim Sehwan, Kim’s eldest son, and Pak Iryŏng and Pak Chaeyŏng, Pak’s eldest and second-eldest sons. The interview with Kim Sehwan (b. 

1932) was conducted in Seoul on June 29, 1991, the interview with Pak Chaeyŏng (b. 1942) in Seoul on June 27, 1991, and the interview with Pak Iryŏng (b. 1939) in Fairfax, Virginia, on July 24, 1994.


According to Kim Sehwan, Kim Kirim was sensitive about the family name because he was the only son of seven children and because his mother had died when he was seven years old. The family had some wealth and Kim Kirim did his best to protect the family wealth during the late colonial period and after liberation. Kim had a strong interest in science and believe that mathematics and poetry were closely related. He encouraged his son Sehwan to study science because it was practical and helpful in building a strong nation. As a father, Kim was liberal and gave his children much freedom, while encouraging them to study. Kim Sehwan remembers that his father liked Western and Chinese food and that he learned how to use a knife and fork from his father when they would eat at fancy Western restaurants in the Chosun Hotel and at Seoul Station. 


At the time of division, Kim Kirim was in his hometown in North Hamgyŏng Province, but soon escaped to Seoul with Sehwan. He brought the rest of the family, except his mother, to Seoul in 1946. His mother stayed in North hoping to sell family possessions to compensate for the loss of land as a result of land reform in North Korea. She joined the family in 1947.


In the days following liberation, Kim joined the Chosŏn Munhakka Tongmaeng, which was under the leadership of Yi T’aejun and Im Hwa. Though some right-wing writers left the group early, Kim maintained good relations with the group. By 1949, after United States forces had withdrawn from South Korea, many writers, artists, and other intellectuals had gone north, but Kim refused to do so despite considerable pressure. Kim taught writing at Seoul National University and Yonsei University until the Korean War broke out on June 25, 1950. According to Kim Sehwan, North Korean authorities captured Kim soon after they took control of Seoul. The family never heard from him again.


The family suffered a loss of wealth and status after the Korean War. After the war, the Ministry of Culture and Information classified Kim Kirim as an “escapee author” (wŏlbuk chakka) rather than as a “kidnappee author” (napbuk chakka). Kim Sehwan believes that “B-level” writers did this as a way to damage Kim’s reputation for their own personal advantage. The classification meant that Kim Kirim’s works could not be published and that references to him in print would have to be written as “Kim ○○” (김○○). The classification hurt the family’s status and restricted the range of Kim Sehwan’s social activities. He was so intimidated by it that he did not tell his wife about it for years after their marriage. The harsh dictatorships of Syngman Rhee and Park Chung-hee made it difficult to discuss the issue openly, but in the 1980s, Kim Sehwan began to speak out against the classification. In the mid-1980s, he quit his job to fight to clear his father’s name and had trouble establishing a stable business. He finally achieved success in 1988 as Kim Kirim and Chŏng Chiyong, another member of the Kuinhoe who was taken North, were removed from the list of banned “escapee authors.” This singular act ended 38 years of suffering for the Kim family.


Pak Chaeyŏng was only eight years old when his father disappeared, so his memories are vague. The story of Pak T’aewŏn’s life, as told by Pak Chaeyŏng, has much in common with that of Kim Kirim. The Pak family is an old Seoul family that, according to Pak Chaeyŏng, goes back at least ten generations. Pak T’aewŏn’s father ran a Korean-medicine drugstore near the present Youngpoong Bookstore in Jongno. The family was one of the families that made the transition from traditional merchant to small business owner under Japanese rule. He had an artistic bent when he was young and learned to play the violin. Pak was also good at English and liked “foreign” things. As is well-documented, he enjoyed hanging out in coffee shops and was particularly close to Yi Sang. He was also close to Kim Kirim and Yi T’aejun. His grandfather had taught him Chinese classics when he was young and he like to make puns with Chinese characters. His sons’ names themselves are puns; “Iryŏng” (一英) means “first hero” and “Chaeyŏng” (再英) means “second hero.”


The family was split during the Korea War. Pak T’aewŏn’s elder sister stayed in North Korea. According to Pak Chaeyŏng, Pak disappeared during the first North Korea occupation of Seoul in 1950. He believes that Yi T’aejun told the North Koreans where his father was. Pak’s younger brother went north before the war, which may have influenced Pak to cooperate with North Koreans in Seoul. Another interpretation is that Yi T’aejun may have also talked Pak into going north. 


Much like Kim Kirim’s family, Pak’s family suffered a great deal because he was classified as an “escapee author.” The situation was perhaps more acute for the Pak family because Pak T’aewŏn was still alive and had developed a successful literary career in North Korea. The restrictions on family activities prompted Pak Iryŏng to emigrate to the United States in the mid-1960s. 


To get a broader picture of the Pak family, I interviewed Pak Iryŏng in Fairfax, Virginia, a suburb of Washington, D.C. in 1994, three years after interviewing Pak Chaeyŏng in Seoul. Pak Iryŏng provided a more complete picture of his Pak T’aewŏn, particularly his activities after 1950. Pak visited North Korea for nine days in 1990 and contacted his stepmother and other relatives in North Korea.  


Pak Iryŏng remembers that his father was quiet and studious and that he had wanted to live in Tokyo to have contact with other writers and artists. His father’s wedding album had signatures and notes by almost all the important writers in Korea in the 1930s. Kim Kirim signed the album in French and some other writers signed in foreign languages. Many of the Kuinhoe members were frequent visitors to Pak’s house, but this stopped after he got married in 1934. He met his wife, Kim Chong’ae, at an English drama performance at Sookmyung Women’s University. Pak enjoyed fashion and was a frequent visitor to the Ch’ungmuro area, the center of the Japanese commercial section of Seoul during the colonial period.


During the Pacific War, Pak turned to translating classical Chinese works into modern Korean and writing historical fiction. According to Pak Iryŏng, this was a way to avoid controversy while continuing to write. Pak translated the Chinese classic Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Samgukchi) into modern Korean from 1941-48 and wrote a modern version of The Tale of Hong Kildong (Hong Kildong chŏn) in 1947. Pak Iryŏng believes that his father’s interest in historical fiction helped him survive in North Korea. According to family reports, Kim Kirim and Chŏng Chiyong were killed in 1950 soon after being captured. Pak T’aewŏn’s interest in history and second marriage to a North Korean woman helped him package himself as a writer of historical fiction. He wrote about subjects, such as the Tonghak Peasant Revolution (1894-95), that had “revolutionary content.” Pak’s 1940s translation of The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, for example, was reprinted in North Korea as is, except for a new introduction that presented a Marxist reading of the text.


In 1990, Pak Iryŏng was invited as a delegate to the Pŏmminjok Taehoe that was held in Pyongyang that year. He was given VIP treatment and stayed in his sister’s house for most of the time and his stepmother’s house for two days. Pak T’aewŏn’s eldest daughter, Park Yŏng’ŭn, had gone north before the Korean War and was a professor of English at Kim Il Sung University at the time of Park Iryŏng’s 1990 visit. The entire Pak family seems to have prospered in North Korea. Pak T’aewŏn’s younger brother had become a famous artist, his sister had married the director of a museum in Pyongyang, and his daughter was a professor of English at Kim Il Sung University. During Pak Iryŏng’s visit, the family was given foreign food, such as coffee and mixed nuts.


Taken together, what do these “stories” of Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn tell us? They tell us, above all, that Kim, Pak, and their descendants got caught up in post-liberation ideological struggles. Though were major players in diffusing modernist ideology in colonial Korea, they took a neutral stance in the ideological battle over Japanese colonialism and post-liberation national creation. Like all persons who possessed a certain amount of social and economic capital at the time, they were interested in protecting what they had from those who tried to use the denial of social and political capital as tools for political mobilization.


The “stories” also tell us that Kim and Pak shared a passion for Ezra Pound’s calling to “make it new.” In the context of colonial Korea, Japan-mediated Westernization brought new things and ideas to Korea that changed the face of urban Korea beyond recognition in a generation. Kim and Pak had sufficient social and economic capital to interact with the urban environment as cultural consumers and producers.


Finally, these “stories” tell us that literary reputations in post-liberation Korea are largely fabrications that are designed to reinforce the ruling ideology. Besides bringing suffering to the descendants, the label “escapee author” denied Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn a place in literary history and the literary canon. They existed only in code as “Kim ○○” (김○○) and Pak ○○” (박○○). On the other side of the divide, Kim Kirim was expunged from existence, but Pak T’aewŏn was called by his full name and he and his descendants prospered in arts and scholarship in North Korea. The powerful influence of ruling ideology on the literary reputations of Kim and Pak is, if anything, a wake-up call on the potential effect of ruling ideology on the literary reputations of other writers.

3. Literature Play

Literature was the main genre of outlet for Kim and Pak, but they had other cultural and linguistic interests as well. Kim was interested in science, math, foreign languages, and Western philosophy. Pak, like his good friend Yi Sang, was interested in the visual arts. He was also interested in music, as Pak Chaeyŏng noted, and was an avid moviegoer. Of all genres of art, film was new in Korea, as well as the rest of the world, in the 1930s. In the new urban environment of colonial Seoul, movie theaters, coffee shops, phonographs, street lights, and streetcars were all objects of technical wonder to Kim and Pak’s generation. They were like the internet to the 386 generation in today’s South Korea. These spaces and objects stimulated an interest in other genres and, particularly in the case of Kim Kirim, the thought of the cultures that produced them. The following example from a 1931 essay reveals Kim’s enthusiasm for urban Seoul:

For a number of unfortunate reasons, feudal Kyŏngsŏng, which could not keep up with times, began to transform itself into a sharp modern city. If the appearance of wonderful modern “department stores” in the center of Seoul is not a disguise in the form of “modern makeup” on the wrinkled face of Greater Kyŏngsŏng in 1931, then what is it?

여러 가지 축복 받지 못한 조건으로 인하여 부득이 시대진전의 수준에서 밀려나올 수밖에 없었던 봉건적 도시인 京城도 차츰차츰 첨예한 近代都市의 면모를 갖추기 시작한다.


서울의 복판 이곳저곳에 뛰어난 근대적 [데파트멘트[ 의 출현은 1931년도의 대경성의 주름잡힌 얼굴 위에 假裝하고 나타난 ‘근대의 메이잌업’이 아니고 무엇을까.


In this context, then, literature was another space to engage in a dialogue with the spaces, objects, and ideas that filled the new urban space. Compared with other forms of creative expression, literature requires little investment in lessons and equipment and can be done in secret and in hiding. It remains a private art that can be made public at the discretion of the writer. Kim and Pak also learned the Chinese classics from their grandfathers, and had learned modern Korean, Japanese, and at least one more foreign language. As Korea’s first and only multilingual generation of writers, the word and the text that emerged from the assembly of words was no doubt a source of endless fascination. 


The “literature play” of Kim and Pak is more than playing with language, though they both enjoyed doing so a great deal; it is also playing with the act of literary creation and the idea of a literary community that includes writers and readers. Literature play was a group activity that involved close contact with other writers, as the frequent reference to coffee shops and drinking sessions in their work shows. Literature play was also a public activity that involved the readership. Many poems and stories were first published in daily newspapers, thus allowing for instant reaction. Writers could easily change their work based on public reaction. The reading public at the time, of course, was limited to the urban upper and middle class, many of whom, like many other writers themselves, were involved with the colonial economic and social structure.


The most concrete examples of literature play, however, are found in various texts that Kim and Pak produced. Linguistic features of literature play represent a number of phenomena, but the most prominent are form, word choice, and “modernistic deviation.” Kim and Pak experimented with form extensively. True to his self-identity as a modernist, Kim Kirim adopted the long free-verse forms that are typical of modernist poets, such as Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot. His three most famous collections of poetry, Weather Chart (Kisangdo), Customs of the Sun (T’aeyang ŭi P’ungsok), and The Sea and Butterflies (Pada wa Nabi), are in long free-verse form with frequent quoted speech and internal dialogue. The following first two stanzas from Part 4 of the Weather Chart (1936) is typical of Kim’s long free-verse poetry:

“For the prosperity of the Republic of China….)

The husky sound of a glass cup shaking sadly 

On top of a sacred “table” cloth

Amid the babbling conversation

The fate of the old kingdom is wobbling

Like “King Solomon’s” emissary

Very well-mannered lips sipping red wine

From a colorful collar

Smiling white roses

“For the division of the Republic of China….”

The torn badge from the other side

Suddenly, the glass in the window grumbles 

“Sleep, sleep”

“Lie in the flowers, cuddle with the stars”

The “loudspeaker” of the whole world

Is very sad like “Brahms”

On a bench with no stars, not even flowers

Dreams flying in the wind come crashing down

High-brow dreams of sandwiches

Greedy dreams of “beefsteaks”

Cocky dreams of “ham salad”

Cowardly dreams of corn porridge

“Hey sir, you’ve only dreamed of sin

At the door to the restaurant

Nothing, nothing lasts forever”

“…………”

“Sir, are those the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?”

「大中華民國의 繁榮을 위하여―」

슲으게 떨리는 유리컵의 쇳소리

거록한「테­불」보재지 우에

펴놓은 歡談의 물굽이 속에서

늙은 王國의 運命은 흔들리운다

「솔로몬」의 使者처럼

빨간 술을 빠는 자못 점잔은 입술들

색깜한 옷깃에서

쌩그시 웃는 횐 薔薇

「大中華民國의 分裂을 위하여―」

찢어지는 휘장 저편에서

갑자기 유리 窓이 투덜거린다

「자려므나 자려므나」

「꽃속에 누어서 별에게 안겨서―」

萬國公園의 「라우드․스피­커」는

「쁘람­쓰]처럼 매우 슲습니다

꽃은커녕 별도 없은 벤취에서는

꿈들이 바람에 흔들려 소스라쳐 깨었습니다

하이칼라한 쌘드윗취의 꿈

탐욕한 「삐­프스테잌」의 꿈

건방진 「햄살라드」의 꿈

비겁한 강낭족의 꿈

「나리사 니게는 꿈꾼 죄밖에는 없습니다

食堂의 門前에는

천만에 천만에 간 일이라곤 없습니다」

「…………]

「나리 저건 黙示錄의 騎士ㅂ니까」

The verses follow no formal structure. There is a repetition for emphasis, such as the use of kkum (꿈) in the second stanza, but the structure of the poem does not require such repetition.


The example contains a number of English words, such as “cup,” “table,” “loudspeaker,” “bench,” “sandwich,” “beefsteak,” and “ham salad” that create an exotic foreign atmosphere. The use of two famous names from the Western cultural tradition, King Solomon and Brahms, adds yet more exoticism. The question, of course, is who could understand the English words and references to Western culture in Korea in 1936? Given the economic and social conditions of the time, the audience must have been urban educated Koreans.


The example also contains several good examples of “modernistic deviation,” or purposefully deviation from linguistic norms for effect. The most common effects are emphasis and shock, which are important to the “make-it-new” modernist ethic. The use of so much English and foreign names is a deviation from normal poetic Korean at the time (as well as now). Beyond this, the use of quoted speech to indicate voices of imaginary crowds deviates from the norm of private discourse, between poet and reader or between poet and subject, in traditional and modern Korean poetry. The poet takes on a broad omniscient stance that attempts to transcend linguistic, cultural, and temporal boarders.


Pak T’aewŏn’s 1933 novella, A Day in the Life of Novelist Kubo (Sosŏlga Kubo-ssi ŭi Iril) is as an autobiographical reflection on literature play. The novella shows much of the same experimentation that marked Kim Kirim’s poetry. The overt autobiographical organization of the novella around the author’s three-hour walk through the commercial heart of Seoul reflects the influence of James Joyce and other modernist writers who focused emphasized the moment over larger blocks of time. The novella has no plot, but is, instead, a series of vignettes that provide another perspective on the main character’s psychological state. Consider the following example:

Kubo’s window suddenly sparkled. What really happened to him after that? Memories of whatever type calm people’s hearts and make them happy. 

It’s fall in Tokyo. Kubo bought a nail clipper at a hardware store in “Kanda” and then dropped a coffee shop in “Jimbocho” that he sometimes visited.


구보의 문이 갑자기 빛났다. 참 그는 그 뒤 어찌 되었을구. 비록 어떠한 종류의 것이든 추억을 갖는다는 것은 사람의 마음을 고요하게, 또 기쁘게 하여 준다.


동경의 가을이다. ‘간다(神田)’ 어느 철문전에서 한 게의 ‘네일 그립퍼’를 구한 구보는 ‘짐보오쪼오(神保町)’ 그가 가끔 드나드는 끽다점을 찾았다. 

The shift from Seoul to Tokyo offers the main character a chance to reflect on his past and relate it to his present psychological state.


Word choice was central to Pak’s experimentation with language. He particularly liked to play with Chinese characters and foreign words by weaving them seamlessly into the text. Consider the play on words in the following example:

Kubo suddenly felt a strong urge to view all people as mental cases. In reality, all sorts of mental cases fit in this classification.

Attention deficit disorder. Language disorder.

Narcissistic personality disorder. Vulgar language disorder.

Obscene lust for women. Disorganized-mind disorder.

Chronic jealousy. Obscene lust for men.

Weird behavior disorder. Excessive lying disease.

Immorality disease. Excessive waste disorder.
 

갑자기 구보는 온갖 사람을 모두 정신병자라 관찰하고 싶은 강렬한 충동을 드꼈다. 실로 다수의 정신병 환자가 그 안에 있었다. 의상분일증(意想奔逸症). 언어도착증(言語倒錯症). 과대망상증(誇大忘想症). 추외언어증(醜猥言語症). 여자음란증(女子淫亂症). 지리멸렬증(支離滅裂症). 질투망상증(嫉妬忘想症). 남자음란증(男子淫亂症). 병적기행증(病的奇行症). 병적허언기편증(病的虛言欺騙症). 병적부덕증(病的不德症). 병적낭비증(病的浪費症)……

In the above passage, Pak plays games with the reading by starting the list of different mental problems with a real one (“attention deficit disorder”). This is a followed by a made-up mental problem (“language disorder”), which is followed by another real one (“narcissistic personality disorder”). The rest in the list are made-up mental problems that are puns on the state of play in colonial Seoul. They may also be read as sarcastic self-deprecating remarks on “literature play.”


Like Kim Kirim, Pak had a keen interest in “modernistic deviations” that gave the text a new feeling, and he was particularly interested in the use of punctuation and quoted speech. It is no coincidence, then, that his series of short essays in the Chosŏnjungang Ilbo (December 17-31, 1934) opened with an article on the use of the comma. The series also included essays on how to present features of spoken language, such as fortis sounds and “women’s language,” in writing. A comment in the essay on literary style that Pak wrote reveals the depth of his sensitivity to language and its relationship to literary style:

Even if

“wit” and “kiji,”

“humor” and “haehak” 

mean the same thing, they differ in terms of “style,” We also need to know that the difference does not come only from sound, but also from how the shape of the letters of themselves affects our visual perception. This point cannot be taken lightly.

假令,

『윗트』와 『機智』

『유­머』와 『諧謔』

하면, 이것은 意味로서는 區別이 없어도, 『스타일』로 말하자면 서로 差異가 있다. 그리고 이 機會에 우리가 알아야 할 것은 그 差異가 다만 그 音響으로부터만 나는 것이 아니라 實로 그 제 各各의 自體, 字形이 우리의 視覺에 주는, 결코 가벼웁게 볼 수 없는 영향으로부터도 오는 것이라는 事實이다. 

Pak views the use of English words versus Chinese-character words and by extension Korean words, as a matter of stylistic choice that is the responsibility of the writer. The goal of the writer is, true to modernist thought, to become an autonomous artist that transcends ethnolinguistic boundaries to appeal to “universal” modern aesthetic values. “Modernistic deviation” thus provided linguistic support for Pak’s literature play.

4. Conclusions

The story of Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn, whether told by their descendants or scholars, is one with no end because it is ultimately the story of literary reputations. Reputations are unfinished public creations that changes with their creators. The life course and subsequent literary reputations of the three leading exponents of literature play—Kim Kirim, Pak T’aewŏn, and Yi Sang—evolved in curious ways after Yi Sang’s premature death in 1937. Kim remained loyal to the modernist cause but was beginning to experience a “Korean awakening” in the years following liberation. Pak withdraw into the language game of translation and turned to historical topics to survive as a writer under the authoritarian regimes, Japanese and Korean. His own “Korean awakening” mostly likely took him north where he remains the only non-socialist writer from the South to have a sustained literary career in North Korea. Though literary reputations have no final destiny, some reputations have greater lasting power than others. The reputations of Kim Kirim and Pak T’aewŏn have yet to solidify, which ensures that they will continue to be a source of immense intellectual stimulation for years to come. 
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