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Abstract

Life and Works of Yi Bong Hwan

Lee, Kyungkun
Department of Korean Language and Literature
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study examines the life and works of Yi Bong Hwan(ZE,
1710~1770). The main part of this dissertation consists of four chapters:
His biography(Ch. II), literature(Ch. III), insights permeated through his
works(Ch. 1V), and the reappraisal of the historical significance of his
poetry and prose in Chosun literature(Ch. V).

In Chapter II on his biographic and social relationship, I focus on the
fact that he was a seoeol &), concubinary son born to a literati family
in Chosun. Due to his natal status, he could make and keep close
relationships not only with other seoeols but also with beolyeo! sadebu(f§
£ AKX), renowned literati families, as they needed and recognized his
competencies on creative writing.

In Chapter III, I analyze his two kinds of works associated with two
particular events. One is his written conversation with Japanese literati
during the period of his public service of 7ongsinsa(i@fff), Chosun's
envoy to Japan in 1747~48, This real-time correspondence included poetry

and prose. The other is his poems and criticisms written especially when
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he was invited to Maesa(#§iit), the poetry writings in apricot blossom
parties in 1754.

During his visit in Japan, Yi Bong Hwan served as a secretary of the
chief of 7ongsinsa. He created poems and prose and exchanged them
with Japanese literati. In his correspondence with Japanese literati, he
unfolded the orthodox idea of Neo-Confucianism(Seonglihak) and
Jaedoron(#3Ez%), a theory viewing the poetry as a container of Tao(i#).
This theoretical perspective was a summary of basic views on the
literature and science of sadebu. As he had not had such an opportunity
to represent Chosun's sadebu in general before, it was his first moment
to publicly identify and assimilate himself with Chosun’'s mainstream views
in front of foreigners. The public identity forged in his service of
Tongsinsa reemerged when he went to China as a military assistant of
the chief Dongjisa(%4Zf#) in 1760~61. Although it was not his official task,
he exchanged his views on works and writers of Ming and Qing dynasties
with Chinese mandarins.

It is notewothy that the chief in charge of both 7ongsinsa and
Dongjisa envoys was Hong Kye Hee(J#t%iig). Born to the family of Hong
from Namyang, he was a renowned literati. Hong Kye Hee recognized Yi
Bong Hwan's literary competencies and personal loyalty, so that they
could enter a close patron-client relationship.

But their patron-client relationship was not something total and
exclusive. Out of the public sphere, Jo Jae Ho (##i%) took up the role of
patron. But his patronage was more nuanced and implicit than that of
Hong Kye Hee as it was unfolded in the area of lifeworld. Jo Jae ho
invited Yi Bong Hwan to Maesa(#giit), the poetry writings held in the
season of apricot blossoms in 1754. Including Jo Jae ho himself, five
members participated in Maesa. The invitees mainly came from renowned

family members of soron(”>i%) and seoeol literati. But all of them shared
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the characteristic of frustrated intellectuals who were competent enough
to take charge of public offices but underprivileged in reality. From the
moment of opening buds to that of falling blossoms, they met seven times
a month to create and criticize poems on apricot blossoms. Each
participant had to create forty poems, so it was not so easy. Especially
so, if we consider the conditionality of creation, of which the topic was
exclusively confined to the apricot blossom. Through this hardworking
poetry creation experience, Yi Bong Hwan could identify himself with a
poet. His poems were extraordinary among those of peers, so he was
designated as the critic of poems written by four other participants. Jo
Jae ho, the elder of Maesa delivered his own peer review only for the
poems of Yi Bong Hwan.

Behind the works by Yi Bong Hwan, we can see the fact that
patron-client relationship played in both public and private spheres. As
Hong Kye Hee recruited Yi Bong Hwan for the envoys to Japan and
China, Jo Jae Ho invited him to Maesa. And both Hong and Jo were
beolyeol sadebu, so that we can see that Yi Bong Hwan's literature could
not be produced as we know it without their patronage. It would be
reasonable to surmise that this situation was closely related with his natal
status of seoeol.

Chapter IV raises three questions on Yi Bong Hwan's oeuvre and
attempts to answer these questions: How did he view and represent his
own life? How did he view and represent others? And how did he view
and represent non-human others, especially apricot blossoms? First, Yi
Bong Hwan's self-consciousness is complicated and ambivalent. He was
frustrated by his own misery, but showed a transcendental attitude
toward the recognition of his competencies by others. While he affirmed
his own life by tolerating his low and ill-paid positions of public offices,

he dreamed of otherworldly life. Second, he felt a sympathy for those

- 252 -



who failed to achieve success, so that he could make intellectual and
emotional communication with his own peers from different natal
backgrounds, whether of seoeo/ or of beolyeol sadebu. And third, when
he described apricot blossoms, he tried to project his noble spirit in each
line of poems. Especially, he acclaimed the beauty of the natural order of
things and landscapes which were not contaminated by anthropogenetic
orders. By a symptomatical reading, we can understand it as an ideal
confrontation of the natural order with the actual rule of sadebu of
Chosun.

Finally, Chapter V attempts to specify the historical significance of Yi
Bong Hwan's poetry and prose. First of all, his literature has a value of
historical data to show explicitly the way of self-realization of a seoeo/
literati of Chosun. He followed the style of changsinpung(gl#i/&) poetry
founded by Kim Chang Hup and was, subsequently, follwed by Yi Deok
Moo and Park Je Ga in the later period.

This dissertation is distinguished from the existing research mainly
focused on Chorimche#i#8) and Yi Bong Hwan's natal status of seoeol
This interpretation had been established by Yi's contemporary figures, Yi
Kyu Sang and Shim No Sung. They had named Chorimche as the style
typical to seoeol According to their characterization, this style is
supposed to carry the affect of seoeo/ as an inferior status group, so
their literature mainly contains whining about ftrifles and flattering
remarks. Unfortunately, this interpretation has not been challenged so
far, and has consolidated its mainstream status in interpretation of Yi
Bong Hwan's literature. This dissertation is an attempt to put this
dominant view under a critical scrutiny. But behind this interpretation lay
the prejudice of sadebu who were vigilant against the competencies of
seoeol. This dissertation argues that we can discover and assess the real

value of Yi Bong Hwan's literature only if we put aside this uncritical
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interpretation.

Keywords : Yi Bong Hwan, seoeoff&, concubinary son), beolyeol
sadebu( R+ k%, renowned literati family), Tongsinsa(;&f5{#, Chosun’s

envoy to Japan), apricot blossom poems
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