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15.
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Abstract

Dissection of Poetry, City, and
Time: Body Motif in 1980s

Korean Deconstructive Poetry

Levi Lee
Department of Korean Language and Literature

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This paper aims to reveal how the essence of 1980s Korean
‘deconstructive poetry’ is rooted in the human body by
examining its three central topics: poetry, «city, and time.
Throughout the works of Korean deconstructive poetry, the
‘body’ not only functions as a link that connects these three
topics, but also as a key to understanding the ontological
philosophy of deconstructive poetry. Exploring the manifestation
of ‘body motif in deconstructive poetry, [ will argue that
deconstructive poets went beyond simply seeking a new urban
lifestyle and pursued a unique ‘way of being in the present. This
investigation will illuminate the goals of ‘deconstruction’ in 1980s

Korean deconstructive poetry, and thereby delineate its distinct
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characteristics.

Considering the literary status of 1980s deconstructive poetry
in Korea, research that undertook a comprehensive analysis of
the works has remained surprisingly scant. Furthermore,
previous research on Korean deconstructive poetry has fixated
on clarifying the meaning of ‘deconstruction’ techniques, or on
indicating deconstruction and postmodern traits seen in these
works, neglecting its thematic aspects.

Stepping away from overarching literary theories, this paper
seeks to grasp the purpose of Korean ‘deconstruction’ by
analyzing the representation of poetry, city, and time—three
common subjects in deconstructive poetry. Thus, the structure of
this paper is composed around these three topics. Chapter 2
deals with poetry, Chapter 3 with the city, and Chapter 4 with
time. Each chapter is divided into two subchapters: the first
examines a problem that deconstructive poetry noted, the second
investigates how deconstructive poetry sought to overcome the
said problem.

First, Chapter 2 examines metapoems within deconstructive
poetry which, recognizing the precarious status of poetry in
Korean society, urge and lead readers to begin ‘active reading’
through their ‘bodies.” Chapter 2.1 explores how numerous
metapoems reveal the degradation of poetry due to capitalism in
Korean society. These poems portray poetry as physical labor
through the use of corporeal imagery and equates the poet's loss
of autonomy with death, introducing the relationship between
‘body’ motif and autonomy in deconstructive poetry.

Chapter 2.2 looks at how ‘body motif works to break the

boundaries between not only readers and writers, but also texts
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and cities. Beyond merely describing ‘active reading’ through
corporeal imagery, deconstructive poetry takes advantage of the
readers’ desires to complete and understand its content and
demands the readers to actually physically move their bodies.
This demand ultimately leads the readers to leave the text of the
poem and actively engage with the real world by reading the city
itself as text.

Chapter 3 traces the problems that arose during Seoul's rapid
transformation into a megacity in the 1980s and how
deconstructive poetry explored new ways of life to overcome
these problems. Chapter 3.1 deals with deconstructive poetry
which perceived people’s loss of autonomy in industrialized Seoul
as a critical danger for the entire country. The phenomenon of
everything becoming ‘Seoulized’ in Korea is portrayed in terms of
fashion, death, and zombies in deconstructive poetry, signifying
people’s loss of autonomy as uniformity of bodies.

Chapter 3.2 reveals how deconstructive poetry explored for a
new possibility of urban life in order to escape Seoul’'s dominant
influence. Although 1980s Seoul was a chaotic space and time
due to sudden information overload from industrialization and
the rise of media culture, by ‘meditating’ on posters, fast food,
newspapers, TV, photos, etc., all the trivial things that inundate
urban life every day, deconstructive poetry transfigures Seoul
into a treasure trove of inspiration and reveals a new urban
sensibility for empathizing ‘the other’ in the city. This urban
sensibility becomes the lifeline to escape the ‘death’ of autonomy
in Seoul.

Finally, Chapter 4 examines deconstructive poetry about time

and history. Chapter 4.1 surveys deconstructive poetry which
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contemplated on the temporality of the ‘present’ as it realized
how the 1980s became severed from the past due to the rapid
industrialization of Seoul and the May 18 Massacre. While
deconstructive poetry laments the loss of autonomy due to the
isolation of the ‘present,” it also attempts to capture and
preserve the ‘present’ through the use of photographs and visual
elements. Although these efforts do not necessarily restore the
lost autonomy, they are significant as they clearly indicate how
deconstructive poetry is fundamentally entrenched in altruism.

Chapter 4.2 explores how deconstructive poetry sought to
positively engage with the ‘present’ of the 1980s by restoring the
lost autonomy through the ‘body.” In deconstructive poetry, just
as ‘death’ represents the loss of autonomy, ‘living’ emerges as
the recovery of autonomy. The present, through the ‘living body,’
becomes a process of recovery as it heals the scars of the past.
Through this time consciousness of the body, deconstructive
poetry aspires from simply ‘being’ in the present to truly ‘living,’
experiencing every moment with the entire body. In other words,
deconstructive poetry pursued an autonomous and affirmative life
in Seoul in the 1980s through a re-examination of the body.

In short, deconstructive poetry searched for an affirmative
and autonomous way of being and life in 1980s Seoul by
dissecting poetry, city, and time. Numerous metapoems, urban
poems, and poems about time in deconstructive poetry reveal
how the poets personally engaged with Seoul in the 1980s and
endeavored to overcome the problems arising from this
particular space and time. Deconstructive poetry shows the
possibility of experiencing the city with one’s ‘body’ by reading

and meditating on all the trivial objects that flood the city. This
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way of living and being in urban space should not be
misconstrued as a result of ‘romantic’ idealism but be

acknowledged as a fruit of rational and practical contemplation.

Keywords : 1980s, deconstructive poetry, metapoetry, city, Seoul,
time, body
Student Number : 2020-25687
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