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Three Generations of Poetic Dissent: 

Kim Jiha, Park Nohae, Song Kyung-dong
Brother Anthony

Korea has a long tradition of poetry expressing dissent and resistance to those with power and privilege. In the popular fiction of the 19th century we find clear expressions of hostility toward corrupt officials put in the mouths of ordinary people, as well as the tale of a corrupt magistrate overcome in the story of Chunhyang. Satire was equally expressed in pansori improvisations and in mask dances. Once Japan had taken control of Korea and begun introducing Korean intellectuals to the modern world through translations of Western writings and through the education Koreans received in Japanese universities, it was inevitable that the radical transformation of Russian society in the 1917 Revolution should inspire radical discontent in Korea and Japan too.

Revolutionary enthusiasm gave birth in 1925 to the Korean Artists Proletarian Federation (KAPF) which encouraged writers and artists to stress class consciousness and expose the sufferings of the minjung (the masses, the proletariat). The poet Yi Sang-hwa (1901-43) was a founding member, as were Yi Sang, Kim Dong-hwan and Im Hwa (1908-53). Yi Sang died in 1937. Im Hwa went North in 1947, returned to Seoul with the North Korean army in 1950, and was executed as a spy in North Korea in 1953.

The sufferings of the minjung were seen as closely linked to the unjust policies of the Japanese, and the struggle for social transformation was inevitably linked with the anti-Japan independence movement. As in China, the revolutionary focus was on the rural poor, not on urban industrial workers, since there were so few factories at that time. Marxist theory was less important than pity at the plight of the peasants, especially those driven by poverty and hunger to cross into remote areas of Manchuria, or go to Japan to work in the factories there. The KAPF was banned by the Japanese in 1935 but resistance continued to be expressed through covert references, such as Im Hwa’s “The Black Sea Straights” of 1936. 
(. . . . .)
The waves of this sea

have been high since long ago.

Yet our youths

excelled in courage, not fear.

Mountain fires

have driven baby deer

down into rough fields.

Once past Tsushima

there is nothing in sight but a strip of horizon.

Here the rough waves of the Pacific and 

the north winds from the continent in their south-bound course collide.


After 1945, Korea was torn apart by the conflict between rival forces with conflicting social theories. The Korean War was experienced in the South as a fierce anti-Communist crusade which continued after the 1953 Armistice Agreement under the ongoing rule of Syngman Rhee, and political dissent in socialist directions was hardly possible. The April 19 Revolution of 1960 brought an end to Rhee’s rule and for a moment it seemed that political freedom might allow a springtime for democracy. Two poets emerged as heralds of new hope for society, Kim Su-yeong (1921-68) and Shin Dong-yeop (1930-69).
Kim Su-yeong was born in Seoul in 1921. He studied for a time in Japan, and in what is now Yonsei University. Some of his early poems were published in 1949. During the Korean War, he was forced to serve in the North’s Korean People’s Army when it occupied the South and was subsequently interned with North Korean prisoners of war on Koje Island until 1952. His early poems were obscure, inspired by modernism, but his experience of the April Revolution convinced him that poetry should use ordinary language and address social issues. His “Prayer” was read at the memorial ceremony held in May for the victims of April 19, but by June he was having doubts, and by the end of October he was writing, in “Remembering That Room”: “The revolution has failed, I’ve only moved to another room. The ‘Fight, Fight, Fight,’ on the walls of the previous room may still be there in the dark ― vain words.” He was killed in a traffic accident in 1968.

A Prayer (May 18, 1960)

A song for the students who died for the nation on April 19, 1960

With the heart of one writing a poem,

with the heart of one picking flowers,

with the heart of one hearing the breath of a sleeping babe.

with the heart of one seeking a sweetheart who died,

with the glad heart of one who lost his way then found it again,

let’s see our newly found revolution through to the end.

Imitating the common laws of nature

by which water flows and moons rise,

since achieving our revolution

was simple to the point of folly,

we must keep it from being hurt, slashed, diverted, soiled

by snake, by caterpillar, rat, or lynx,

by mite, by crocodile, panther, coyote,

by wolf, by hedgehog, fox, eagle, or bug.


Shin Dong-yeop was born in 1930 in Buyeo, in a very poor family. He was educated thanks to his father’s sacrifices and became a schoolteacher in his hometown then moved to Seoul. During the Korean War, at the end of 1950, he was drafted into the South Korean National Defense Corps, where he suffered starvation after officers embezzled money intended for food. Thousands of others died. He contracted TB and liver distoma. In 1959 he began his career as a poet and was actively involved in the April 19 Revolution so that he is often referred to as the “April Revolution poet” by many writers. His “Away with the Husk” was an iconic poem in the following years. He died of cancer in 1969.

Husk, begone.

April, let your husk

be gone, may your grain remain.

Husk, begone;

Let only the shouting

of the Tonghak revolution in Gongju

remain, its husk once gone. . . . .
By 1970, as Park Chung-hee grew ever more autocratic, both poets were dead.
Kim Jiha was born in Mokpo in 1941 and was given the name Kim Yeong-il. He entered the Aesthetics Department of Seoul National University, graduating in 1966. His experience of the 1960 April Revolution and the military coup of May 1961, as well as of being briefly imprisoned after the demonstrations against the 1965 treaty establishing relations with Japan, made him a strong activist opponent of Park Chung-hee, continuing after graduation. In the mid-1960s he began to write and publish poetry, and in 1969 he became a recognized poet after publishing the poem “황톳길” (Yellow Clay Road) with some others in a journal. In 1970 he published his first book-length collection Hwangto” By 1964 at least he had already adopted the pen-name Jiha (地下, Underground) though he later changed the characters to 芝河 (Mushroom Stream). 
In May 1970 the literary review Sasanggye published the breath-taking poem “Ojeok” (Five Bandits), which the poet claimed to have written in the space of two days, a fierce satire denouncing the corrupt powers dominating South Korean society in a style inspired by pansori. The government immediately blocked the distribution of the review (and later banned it) but then on June 1 the review “Minju Jeonseon” (democratic front) published by the opposition Shinmindang party reprinted it. Early in the morning of June 2, the police confiscated all 100,000 copies and on June 20 Kim Jiha and all those involved in the two publications were arrested and charged with crimes again the anticommunism law. The prosecution claimed that the work fostered class consciousness and was being used to support North Korea. Kim Jiha replied that it was simply social satire in pansori form, with nothing to do with class consciousness.
The poem begins by evoking the place in which the bandits live and the state of Seoul:

Once five thieves were living in the heart of Seoul, the capital city.

To the South, see, turds go bobbing down the Han River, that’s nothing but sewage, with Tongbinggo-dong high beside it, to the North, its treeless hills bare as a chicken’s bald ass, with Sŏngbuk-dong and Suyu-dong spiring aloft to the North again, and in the space between South and North, packed tight, tight, tight, shacks cluster, cluster like crabshells, cluster like snot . . .
The poem then focuses on the five bandits, symbolic figures with names corresponding to the five social groups accused of corruption: 狾䋢 (재벌, conglomerate), 匊獪狋猿 (국회의원, National Assemblyman, 跍礏功無獂 (고급공무원, high-level civil servant), 長猩 (장성, general), 瞕搓矔 (장차관, minister), only the Chinese characters used are far from being the usual ones, although the pronunciation is the same. These names seem untranslatable, so I replaced them with something vaguely similar in English: “ConglomerApe, AssemblyMutt, TopCivilSerpent, General-in-Chimp and HighMinisCur” to reflect the many characters using the radical ‘dog.’

狾䋢 = Wed to a mad dog

匊獪狋猿 = grasping cunning growling ape

跍礏功無獂 = perched high mountain merit zero pig

長猩 = Tall Orang Utan

瞕搓矔 = rubbing clouded eyes

The poem’s vigor is amazing as it goes on to describe each of the bandits, first ConglomerApe with his greed for money:

Wearing clothes made of money, the hat on his head made of money, the shoes on his feet made of money, the gloves on his hands made of money, gold watch, gold ring, gold bangle, gold buttons, gold tie-pin, gold cuff-links, gold buckles, gold teeth, gold finger-nails, gold toe-nails, gold zippers, gold watch-strap, he comes forward.

His big ass drooping, his great belly bulging, poop-poop farting, he comes slithering forward.

The (prime) minister:

His right hand fumblingly scrawls the words Production, Export, Construction on a girl’s breast:

Ha ha, hey, that tickles, Sir!

You ignorant bitch! How dare you say that affairs of state tickle?

Export though people starve. Produce though nothing sells. Use the bones of those who’ve died of hunger to build a bridge across to Japan; let’s go over and greet their gods!

The only hope for change is if the chief of police decides to arrest them all. He is more used to dealing with gangsters:
he’d sweep them all up, drag them in, make them kneel, beat them up, batter them around, kick them about, tread them down, pinch them to pieces, bite them to bits, throw them over his head, hurl them head over heels, tidy them up, wrap them up and put them away, hit, smash, fold up, pound, wring them out, string them up, snap, chop, hash, poke, spill, screw them down, stew them . . .
There follows a lengthy description of the bandits’ luxurious houses, both outside and inside, as seen by the chief of police:
To keep the lawns from freezing, underlawn heating’s installed; to keep the carp from broiling, the ponds are air-conditioned; to protect the birds from the cold, the bird cages come equipped with heaters; to keep the dogfood from spoiling, each kennel has a fridge;

This leads to a list of the fantastic dishes prepared for the banquets, where the insanity of the satire reaches a climax: 
broiled cow-hair, fried pigs’ nostrils, goats’ beards in batter, boiled deer horns, shish-kebab of four-footed chicken-legs, dried pheasant-fins, tempura of bream-wings, pickled corvinas’ toenails, the ears of croakers, bass, amberjacks, flounders and sweetfish, cut off and served up raw in salads, stews of the scales from octopus and sea-slugs, pork cutlets of beef, beef cutlets of pork, soup of swellfish with its blood not drained . . .

 
At the sight all that, the police chief is overwhelmed and offers a drunken toast to the Bandits, who invite him to be their guard, living in the kennel beside the main gate of their mansion. On hearing that, the police chief is thrilled with delight:

He shouts for joy, tra la la. He brings along all kinds of weapons, arranges them in solemn order, lives happily ever after in his kennel, until one bright, cloudless morning, suddenly, just as he was stretching, struck by lightning, he died.

Just then, the story goes, the Five Bandits dropped dead too, blood spouting from every one of their six orifices. Ha ha ha

In 1972-3 Kim Jiha spent time lying low in Wonju and during that period met the novelist Park Kyongni and her daughter Kim Young-joo, who helped protect him. In 1973 he married Kim Young-joo, who (together with her mother and his mother) supported him in the following agonizing years of torture and prison. Then he was caught up in the in the 1974 People’s Revolutionary Party case, arrested, and sentenced to death, only there was so strong a groundswell of international support for Kim Jiha as a prisoner of conscience (involving Jean-Paul Sartre and others) that the sentence was commuted to life in prison.
In 1980, after the death of Park Chung-hee, he was amnestied, in very poor health. In 1982 he published a poetry collection with the title 타는 목마름으로 (With Burning Thirst). The title poem became the rallying song of that generation of protesting students: 
In a back alley at dawn

I write your name: Democracy!

So long since my head forgot you.

So very, very long since my steps forgot you.

Only one scrap remains,

the memory of thirst in my burning breast

secretly writes your name: Democracy!

( . . . )

With shaking hand, with shaking breast,

with shaking, trembling indignation, on a wooden board

in white chalk, awkwardly

I write.

Holding my breath, sobbing,

secretly I write your name.

With a burning thirst.

With a burning thirst.

Democracy! Mansei!

 
The poem might have been inspired by the poem written in 1942 opposing the German occupation of France by the French poet Paul Elouard, “Liberté.” 

Sur mes cahiers d’écolier

Sur mon pupitre et les arbres

Sur le sable sur la neige

J’écris ton nom

(. . . . )

Liberté.

After that, Kim Jiha vanishes from the pages of dissident history. He published more collections of poetry, vapid lyrics which nobody took much account of, participated for a time in a “Life Movement” with Catholic priests, quit the Catholic fold, and adopted an increasingly idiosyncratic form of native Korean religion inspired by Donghak and the Chŏng Kamnok. The final, for many unforgivable, outcome of his descent into what some would term his ‘madness’ came in 2012 when he declared his support in the presidential election for Park Geun-hye, the daughter of the dictator who had made him suffer so. There seems to be no link between what Kim Jiha was for so many in times past and what he has become. He himself refuses to provide any clear answers but insists that in any case the future of humanity lies in the hands of women, not men.

In 1979-80, just as Park Chung-hee was assassinated and Chun Doo-hwan took power, a very different kind of poetic satire emerged. Kim Kwang-kyu had studied literature in Germany in the early 1970s and begun to translate the satiric poetry of Berthold Brecht, Günter Eich, and Heine. This gave him the courage to start writing poetry of a similar kind in Korean, while remaining convinced that he did not want to write the sentimental poetry that was generally admired in Korea at that time. He had been a student at the time of the 1960 April Revolution and was haunted by a sense of guilt for not having played a more active role in it. His first collection included several poems which were subtly critical of the dehumanized society of modern urban Korea, and the military dictatorship’s brutality. Students understood and relished the hidden satire while the military censors could not see it. “The Land of Mists” refers to the difficulty of knowing what is happening when the press is censored and used for propaganda:

In the land of mists,

always shrouded in mist,

nothing ever happens.

And if something happens

nothing can be seen

because of the mist.

For if you live in mist

you get accustomed to mist

so you do not try to see. 

Therefore, in the land of mists

you should not try to see. 

You have to hear things.

For if you do not hear you cannot live,

so ears keep growing bigger.

People like rabbits 

with ears of white mist 

live in the land of mists.

After the coup d’état and the tragic events in Gwangju in May 1980, many students saw his “Death of a Baby Crab” as an allegory of the way the military had crushed the students’ aspirations:

One baby crab,

caught with its mother,

while the big crabs, fixed in a straw rope

foam and wave aimless legs,

tumbles out of the hawker’s basket

and crawls off sideways, sideways over the roadway,

in quest of past days of hide-and-seek in the mud

and the freedom of the sea.

It pricks up its eyes and gazes all around,

then dies, squashed across the roadway,

run over by a speeding army truck.

No one notices how a light of glory shines

where the baby crab’s remains rot in the dust.

In 1984, the poetry collection 노동의 새벽 (Dawn of Labor) was published by a mysterious poet, Park Nohae, whose name (like Kim Jiha’s) was clearly a pseudonym
. Nobody knew who the poet was. The collection quickly became essential reading among the radical students who were struggling against the continuing military dictatorship of Chun Doo-hwan and in favor of social transformation in a socialist direction. The students’ anti-capitalist, proletarian stance seemed to be echoed in these poems that gave a voice to factory workers, expressing their suffering caused by over-long, underpaid working hours with the constant threat of accidents and disease, and fear of losing one’s job at the least excuse. Clearly the poet was himself a worker (was he perhaps a collective poet, with the poems being written by more than one hand?). The tone of the poems was less militant than pathetic; they were moving evocations of pain and frustration, of longing for solidarity and compassion. “The Dawn of Labor” is the poem giving the collection its title:

The war-like night shift once over,

I pour icy soju

onto my aching heart.

Ah,

I can’t go on like this much longer,

I can’t go on like this forever.

( . . . )
If only I could get free,

exhausted, phantom-like,

if only I could fly free of my fate at twenty-nine,

but, ah,

I have no choice, have no choice.

Apart from death, I have no choice.

This tough life,

the yoke of poverty,

this fate, I have no choice. . . . . 

Perhaps because the age had changed, but also because the poems were quite long and less lyrical, few were set to music to become rousing demo-songs. Instead, idealistic students read them and were so moved that some quit university in order to go onto the factory floor and become activists in support of the voiceless workers. They did not always notice that the central message of the poems is less conflict and violent revolution than a hope for a better, more human world of sharing for all, as in the poem “Heaven”:
Ah, we too want to be a heaven.

Not a black-clouded heaven weighing down;

we want to be a world where each of us is a blue heaven for everyone,

supporting one another.

 The intelligence services, which had been busy trying to deal with Kim Jiha, were glad of a new target. They determined to identify the person who had dared challenge the nation’s capitalist order. All they needed was a name or a face, but they could discover neither. Park Nohae remained the “faceless poet” even after he and others established the South Korean Socialist Workers’ Alliance in 1989. This was seen by the regime as a pro-communist organization and the hunt intensified. Park Nohae lived in hiding, moving around constantly. Finally, his real name and identity became known and in March 1991 he was finally arrested. His true name was Park Gi-pyeong, born in 1957; his father had died when he was 7, and his mother, working in factories, was too poor to care for the children. He went up to Seoul to work in factories in his mid-teens. After 24 days of illegal torture and interrogation, he was brought out to stand trial and for the first time the newspapers were able to get pictures of this mysterious poet whose book had sold nearly 1 million copies. Despite all he had been through, he was smiling broadly. The prosecution argued that the goal of the Socialist Workers’ Alliance had been to overthrow the democratic order and install a communist regime, and that Park and his companions should be punished by death as enemies of the state. 
He was sentenced to life imprisonment and taken to Gyeongju prison where he was placed in solitary confinement. He was obliged to admit the failure of the militant labor activities he had been involved in to make the world a better place, to enable workers to live more truly human lives. He spent long hours each day sitting in meditation, overcoming almost suicidal despair in a struggle to turn his back on the failed past and confront the future.
This he expressed in the poems of a new collection, True Beginning, which was published in 1993. In 1997, still in prison, he published a volume of poetic essays, Only a Person Is Hope (1997). The poems for these two collections had to be smuggled out of prison. The second, far more hopeful as its title suggests, indicates the need for a society based on community, on sharing and mutual caring, as the only solution to dehumanized, profit-based capitalist society. It sold hundreds of thousands of copies. It began with a message from Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan expressing hope that Park might soon be released from prison. In 1998, Kim Dae-jung became president and in August of that year Park was freed. He did not return to the factory and the workers’ struggle. Instead he withdrew, refused state compensation for his suffering in the struggle for democratization, and also refused to profit from his past to play a powerful role now. 
In 2000 he launched an NGO named Nanum Munhwa (Culture of Sharing), bringing together people committed to a vision of “Life, Peace and Sharing.” He began to travel outside of Korea. Then in 2003, when the US attacked Iraq, he went there as a “human shield” for the children caught up in the violence. For the next 10 or so years, he went to visit and be with the people of many countries marked by violence and poverty, in Ethiopia, Myanmar, Peru, Columbia, Palestine, Indonesia, Pakistan and India. Everywhere he went he brought a small camera to take black-and-white photos capturing the daily lives of simple folk in the places he visited. 
In 2010 he held his first photo exhibition in Seoul, and in that year he published a fourth collection of poems, So You Must Not Disappear, a collection of over 300 poems mainly about memories of meaningful lives, memorable moments from his childhood until the present. In 2013 Nanum Munhwa opened a small café and gallery in a house in the hills of Buam-dong and began to hold extended exhibitions of Park’s photos, while also establishing a publishing company to republish all his books and some other titles with the same orientation. He attended the Candlelit Revolution demonstrations of 2016-17 and contributed to a volume celebrating them, while warning readers not to think that the revolution was now finished. In June 2019 Nanum Munhwa opened a new building, Ra café/gallery near Gyeongbok Palace, larger and easier of access. Park is now writing a new book, living in a remote rural area.
Song Kyung-dong was born in 1967, ten years after Park Nohae. Unlike him, he has continued to be a laborer, a building construction worker, while publishing three poetry collections and a volume of essays. He is strongly engaged in the ongoing dramas of workers driven to despair by the post-industrial tactics of Korea’s factory owners eagerly closing factories and dismissing workers in Korea in order to outsource production to branch factories in poorer countries. One poem, “Factories Produce Graves,” in his latest collection, “I am not Korean,” commemorates the many suicides that have resulted:
One more person hanged himself

at the GM Incheon plant.

Not long ago, at the Ssangyong Motors factory in Pyeongtaek

the twenty-fourth person attempted suicide.

The coffin of Choi Gang-seo, 

who hanged himself in the union office 

of Busan Hanjin Heavy Industries, 

could not easily leave the factory floor,

even though he was dead.

A few days ago, a dump truck driver ended his life

by placing a brazier of burning coals in his car.

Still, not all the poems and events are tragic. Song has a sturdy sense of humor. In the poem “Six Summonses” he boasts of a record-breaking day when he received six summonses:

I come home late one night

and my wife hands me a bunch of mail —

summonses from Jongno Police Station, Yeongdeungpo Police Station, 

Seocho Police Station, Namdaemun Police Station and Seoul Central District Court,

six summonses from various locations,

on the same day at the same time. 

Should I tell Guinness World Records?

He was sentenced to prison for his role in organizing the “Hope Buses,” a fleet of 200 buses organized in support of workers protesting at the top of cranes and chimneys. The title poem of his most recent collection “I am not Korean” enumerates instances in which Korean companies have exploited, crushed and oppressed the workers in their factories in Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand etc. It ends:
On this planet, where 85 of the world’s richest people

possess the same wealth as one half of the world’s population,

who the devil am I?

I am a Korean.

No, I’m not a Korean.

I am Song Kyung-dong.

No, I am not Song Kyung-dong.

I am Pirun, Pabi, Phok, Seron,

Parveen Akhtar.

Countless names,

countless ignorance, pain, suffering, despair

disgrace, on-looking, waiting, transgressions,

falling again, rising again,

riots across borders, solidarity,

struggle and resistance.


There would surely be a place in this study for other poets but these are the most widely read, as well as the most often arrested. Today, we begin to hear the voices of feminist poets and, very cautiously, LGBT poets. Korean society has changed, but still there are topics for satire, younger poets seeking new ways of expressing anger and protest. Justice in society is still a long way off and the struggle continues.

Brother Anthony has lived in Korea since 1980. He is currently the President of the RAS Korea. He has published some 50 volumes of translations of Korean poetry and fiction.

� No = 노동자 (worker) hae = 해방 (liberation)
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