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<Abstract>

A Study on the Modernity and the Tradition in
Kim, Su-Young's Literature

Ko, Bong-Jun

This ‘study examines the question of modemnity and tradition in Kim,
Soo-Young's prose and verse, relating it to the temporal consciousness of
Heidegger. It has mostly, until now, taken the binary approaches of either
realism or modernism to discuss the literary works of Kim. Yet, the
dichotomy is not enough to explain the existential question Kim Soo-Young
raised. The term "modernity,” significant in modern literature, can neither be
an ultimate answer to the same problem. "Modernity” has been an essential
problematics in the philosophy and the humanities in general in modem
literature. It, however, causes manifold problems when applied directly and
roughly to the fields of literature or art. Modernity is not, or no longer, a
trait of a certain time period. It is more a matter of value system than that
of time period. It is unfolded in unparallel manners in each artistic form,
thus, shares no obvious periodic externality.

It should, therefore, be valid to approach the literature of Kim Soo-Young
with the notion of "aesthetic modemnity” to seek the missing link that easily
escapes when the notion of modernity in philosophy or sociology is applied.
The aesthetic modernity, initially, means an aesthetic challenge to the
Capitalist modernity. It pays attention to the quality of art that canmot be
simply reduced to the sociological modemity. At the same time, it uncovers,
in an author of art, the existential and psychological sense of time towards
one's contemporary. The aesthetic modemity of Kim should, however, be
distinguished from that of Baudelaire. This is a vision of Paris centralized in

- 383 -



24 [=E=E A 303

the fad, temporality or negation of tradition; this is, on the other hand, a
vision of Seoul, a city of obsolete, an amalgamn of the cultural snobbishness,
ohsoleteness, and svmptoms of modern and pre-modem. Such state of
mixture takes the form of minglement and collision of tradition and
modemity in Kim’s literature. The repetitious imagery of death and grief in
his early verses is an example embodyving the radical cut-off between
tradition and modernity.

In the works following up, the same imagery is transformed to the ethical
question based on the intellectuality and conscience. Built upon his ethical
consciousness, there are attempts to accomodate the past and present, or the
tradition and modernity. This is the point where the temporal sense of
present starts to operate because the ethical decision inevitably accompanies
the sense of present. Hence, the modification and affirmation of tradition in
his later prose and verse are immediately related to the ethical guestion
based on the temporal sense of present. The present, here, means more of “a
moment” or a point when the past and future encounter. Nevertheless, the
affirmation of tradition in Kim is not the restorative tendency merely
repeating the past or the obsolete psychology blindly tracing it back. It is an
affirmation rather in a sense that the fixed and objective measure of time,
the acute distinctions between past and present, or pre-modern and modern
are blended into the existential consciousness. Kim cooly criticizes the
so-called western modemity, that is the snobbish modermity of his
contemporary intellectuals, namely, Park In-Hwan. Furthermore, he actively
pursues the ways to reconcile past and tradition with the present and names
the outcome of such endeavor as the true modemity. Such attempts are
demonstrated in his prose works, "The Ten Most Beautiful Words of
Korean” or "The Enormous Root.” The fateful reconciliation of tradition and
modernity is transfigured to the discourse of "love” and "freedom” in his
later verses, "The Modernized Bridge” and "The Love Variations.”
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