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ABSTRACT

Research of Yi Munyol's Novels

- emphasizing its romantic characteristic-

Kim, Mi Ok
Dept. of Korean language & literature
Graduate School

Sungshin Women'’s University

The goal of this research paper is to reveal the romantic feeling in Yi
Munyol’s novels. Based upon the existing studies, this research focuses on
the 'romantic feeling’ that runs through the entirety of his work, but has
not yet been analyzed in this light.

The term 'romantic feeling’ comes from a trend in literature called
'romanticism’. This is a spiritual movement aimed at interpreting the
world and granting its significance in an individual’s own subjectivity. It
also acknowledges his or her freedom and subjective creativity - contrary
to the objective and reason-centered character of neoclassicism.

The aspect and character of the 'romantic feeling’ with Yi Munyol
can be found in the experience of suppression opposite to freedom. He has
revealed this to be his utmost concern, and this spirit is evidence of his
existentialist attitude toward life. He places more stress on the
individuality’s identity than on anything else, by rejecting the

cut-and-dried, and instead leading a meaningful life. The subjective ego in



his novel, which may be another side of himself, tries to live
meaning. But, external pressure and control causes the ego to recogni
reality negatively. To defy such a negative reality leads the subjective
ego to distress and conflict with others. The writer allows the values to
seep through his works - the fetters of reality by means of prevailing this
obstacle of negative reality, existential uneasiness, and despair. So, Yi
Munyol’s romantic feeling is a means of overcoming the negative reality
and surviving, not fleeing from it.

The method of this research begins historically with his family line
and life. Then, his viewpoint of literature and world of his works are
examined. In these areas, one can look at various factors which have
influenced the formation of his consciousness leads to find an analogy of
his inside. Then, analysis of his works can disclose the real romantic
feeling running through Yi Munyol’'s literature as such consciousness is
reflected in his work.

It is considered that he got his romantic feeling from a combination of
the following: the absence of his father, elitism and its accompanying
social discord, the effects of being an orphan, and yearning for the 'far
away’'. The writer, as a descendant of a distinguished family, trained
himself through reading, as he was not afforded a normal education. In
addition, he prepared for a judicial examination. This was all with the
goal of restoring his ruined family. These examples demonstrate how he
groped for ways to overcome reality rather than flee from it. Being driven
to the point of having nothing more to lose, what he wanted deep inside
began to come out and raise his romantic inclination.

There are two aspects of romance in his work, which can be labelled

'thematic’ and ’'stylish’. The thematic character is then subdivided into
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idealistic passion, humanism, Confucianism, and the life of a good wife
wise mother, art, and the life of self-fulfillment.

At first, his idealistic passion and humanism may have been said to
express, through novels, his attitude toward the reality of both the society
and literary circles which had suppressed him and his family for a long
time. This is a critical factor in understanding his romantic character.
Furthermore, these could be said to disclose his desire to overcome his
negative reality and look for a new life.

In the 1980's, he formally became part of the literary circles. This
was an era dominated by the cultures of movement and ideology
representing 'the nation and the people movement’. Yi Munyol turned to
conservatism in his work of [Era of the Heroy , definitely expressing
anti-ideology and betraying the anticipation that he would pour out works
faithful to social realism, the dominant ideology at that time . Such an
attitude was enough to provoke waves from the literary circles. In spite
of his status, the fact that he defiantly overcame fear, guilt, and the
suppression of the system, he became an eminent novelist amidst the
extreme tragedy of the involved system. His anti-ideological step may be
interpreted as fear to lose vested rights as a result of reform, but the
radical factor for this could be analogized through the life of Kim
Beongyon, the hero of "The Poet; . Kim, a descendant of high treason,
had wondered reciting poems in agony till death in a way similar to that
of the writer Yi. He was forced to move occasionally because of his
father’s being a communist and eventually went over to the north to live
the life of a novelist after many ups and downs. If Kim had passed the
state examination and adapted himself to the dominant ideology at that

time, he would have found relief in ordinary life and restored his social
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position. He even would have become a ruling official with power
wealth. But he chose to depart from the ruling system and t
responsibility of being the head of a family and insead seek freedom and
end his life as a poet.

The backgrounds are comparable throughout the analysis of his work.
Unlike Kim, Yi, a writer, turned to conservatist speaking about the
psychological effects of losing his father. More importantly, he reconciled
with this reality on the inside.

Next, the senses of both the patriarch and the good wife and mother,
as seen in his novel [The Choice; were reviewed. Patriarchal society
pays attention on the level of the family or kinship rather than to the
individual. Y1 was a writer with such a sense of Confucian patriarchy.
This sense could be said to come from Confucianism and the family
tradition of Jaeryong Yi. In traditional patriarchy, the family maintains a
status system, namely that the female is subject to the male. There is no
other way for females but to only be an alienated existence to the
dominant male. Although the time has changed, it is still the reality that
women can stretch their own ambition only as far as they agree with their
male kin and maintain the family life.

"The Choicey , which Yi released at the time when feminist novels
were main stream, is a novel that reveals his sense of patriarchy from the
viewpoint of a good wife and mother. In fact, he modeled it after the life
of his 13th grandmother, Madam Jang from Andong. Contrary to his
intention to excavate an historical woman as an example for modern
women, it caused controversy and argument as soon as it was published.
It discussed both the life of a good wife and mother and the consciousness

of Yi, who tried to criticize feminism and reveal whats the real role of
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women is.

After reviewing his artistic side and self-fulfilling life as disclosed
his novels, focus is placed on his artist novels [Visony , TKeumsichoy ,
and TThe Poet; . His romantic view of life is considered especially
evident in these artistic novels. To see how art and his self-fulfilling life
are displayed leads to an easy understanding of the romantic feeling which
is the base of his literature. His artistic novels reveal that art itself has a
definite reason for existence — it is an object in and of itself, and not a
utilitarian nor pragmatic tool or means. This is in agreement with his
assertion that art has its own absolute value, which is not subject to any
one other than the artist. Along with this, in "The Poets , he asked the
questions of what poem really is and who a poet really is. He answers
that a poem is a self-satisfying thing which brings freedom and fulfillment
regardless of its use. This could be a analogy for what Yi believes a
novel to be. A novel, to him, is an expression of art. It is the romantic
sense of a lonely soul whose wrath and grudges are not removable. This
yields art in the form of the novel. It has been commonly known that
consciousness to live a self-fulfilling life is shown through novels.

The stylish character of his novels is intimately related to the
romance-oriented literary world. This could, in his novel, be called the
abstract 'romantic feeling’ rather than the pursuit of reality. The writer
reveals this through detailed descriptions and the use of style, which is
sensitive, intellectual, well read, lengthy and engaging. In addition, his
writing 1s quite logical and accurate.

In this research, I have looked at his stylish character as it is
subdivided into 1) Confucian education and pedantry style 2) writing with

rhythm and classicism and 3) an esthetic flowery style.
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The reason why his works are labelled as pedantic is because of
extensive reading across several genres, experience of preparing for t
judicial examination, the rules and lyricism he learned and memorized
while learning the rhythm of the Tang. These shaped his writing in ways
involving rhythm, classicism, and a flowery style.

To read and analyze his novels in the light of existential living would
nowadays be an existential experience for any human being. One should
be able to recognize the negativism in life and overcome it. And through
the novels, his unique life experience should prove to be an example for all

readers.

Key Words: deprivation of value, romantic feeling, ideology, humanism,

patriarchy, life of self-fulfillment.
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