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Teaching Korean Literature to foreign students is a real challenge 

because of many reasons. The first one results from the almost total 
unawareness of it by international readers. The second reason deals with 
the fact that quite a small number of Korean literary works have been 
translated into foreign languages, and Bulgarian language is not an 
exception. Finally, the third reason is conditioned by the position and role 
that Korean literature has and plays among other Eastern literatures. 

It is not a secret that Korean literature, first of all Classical Korean 
literature belongs to the so-called East Asian Literary Aggregation side by 
side with Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese. It means that these four 
literatures form a literary unity which reflects a certain cultural and 
spiritual universe of these four nations. It is absolutely clear that Chinese 
literature as the most ancient and the richest in genres and styles has been 
playing the leading role within this aggregation. Not to forget the usage of 
the Classical Chinese language as literary and documentary lingua franca 
in East Asia for thousands years! 

So, how to teach to foreign students such a comparatively unknown 
and local literature as Korean? My answer is the following: through 
introducing really the most skilled authors and the best literature examples 
or masterpieces which make up the so-called world-wide image of the 
Korean literature. 
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To my mind Yun Son-do and his lyrics have a chance to be treated as 
such! Yun Son-do (1587-1671) is regarded by most Korean commentators 
as the greatest of the shijo poets. Famous Korean scholar Peter H. Lee 
names Yun Son-do “the master of the form (shijo – A.F.), whose lyrics are 
diverse in mood and method and abound in finely chiseled phrases” (Lee, 
1990:177). Peter Lee analyses the figure of the poet and his poems in A 
History of Korean Literature (Lee, 2003:205-219) in the most amazing 
way. According to his view Yun Son-do’s lyrics are diverse in mood and 
technique, and his diction is peerless. Graceful, delicately varied rhythms 
are natural to him, and every poem exhibits new techniques and a fresh 
tone. Yet his invention is so subtle that it becomes noticeable only after 
repeated close readings of his poems. 

Yun Son-do’s masterpiece in the group of songs entitled New Songs in 
the Mountain is the Songs of Five Friends (오우가) , written in praise of 
water, pine, bamboo, and the moon. By naming the five natural objects as 
his friends, rather than his fickle fellow mortals, the poet has won a new 
domain for himself and his poetry. He established a relationship with 
nature that is preserve of those possessing poetic sensibility. 

You ask how many friends I have? 
Water, rocks, pine, and bamboo. 
And when the moon rises over east mountain, I feel even 
 greater pleasure. 
Enough: 
to these five why add more? 
   Songs of Five Friends (O’Rourke, 2002:93). 
Yun Son-do was one of the Korean poet-ministers who had turbulent 

political careers. He passed the civil-service examination at the chinsa 
level when he was twenty-six, but he did not serve under the tyrant 
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Kwanghaegun. In 1616, he presented a memorial to the king 
demonstrating against corruption in the court, for which he was duly 
exiled to Kyŏnwŏn, where he spent the next thirteen years and is said to 
have written his earliest poems. He was recalled in 1623 when Injo 
succeeded to the throne. In 1628 he was appointed personal tutor to the 
two young princes, Pongnim and Ingp’yŏng. He got into trouble again 
during the Manchu Invasion of 1636 for failing to attend on the king. He 
was sent in exile to Yŏngdŏk but was soon released. Over the next number 
of years he wrote a series of memorials to the king, which kept getting him 
into trouble.  

Yun Son-do was summoned to the capital by king Hyojong in 1652, 
but there the poet’s political enemies defamed and reviled him. After a 
month’s stay at court, Yun Son-do retired to his retreat. There he wrote 
The Disappointing Journey (몽천요), literally: A Dream Visit to Heaven, 
in which the “The Jade Emperor” is King Hyojong himself and the “host 
of spirits” represents his opponents. In its closing song Yun Son-do 
laments the absence of wise ministers who could “raise up” the “White 
Jade Tower” by delivering the state from the evils of the day (Lee, 
20003:217). 

The final embroilment occurred over the length of the mourning period 
that was adjudged appropriate for Hyonjong’s mother. Again Yun Son-
do’s opponents carried the day, and the poet was banished to Samsu, 
where he remained until his release in 1668 (O’Rourke, 2002:90). 
Seventy-six of his shijo poems are extant. 

Teaching shijo poetry is a privilege. Saying this, I am not 
exaggerating! The shijo is the most popular and most Korean of all 
traditional Korean poetic forms. It flourishes today as it has foe nearly six 
hundred years, not only in Korea but wherever there is a Korean 
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community. Korean scholar Kim Kichung says that through its long 
history it has been the poetic form best loved and most accessible to 
amateurs, and it has so remained. Today, when literacy in hangŭl is nearly 
universal in Korea, it is the one classical poetic form accessible to 
everyone, reader or writer (Kim, 1996:75). 

Other Korean scholar – Prof. Kim Hunggyu – stresses that Yun Son-do 
not only give us the most detailed portrayal of an idealized life in harmony 
with nature, nut also represent one of the linguistic and aesthetic peaks of 
the shijo genre (Kim, 1997:68-69). Yun Son-do is a unique poet because 
of his special attention to the poetic form – he invented the so-called cycle 
poetic genre. The most famous is The Fisherman’s Calendar 
(어부사시사) – cycle of forty poems describing the four seasons in one of 
Yun Son-do’s favorite retreats. The fisherman is a time-honored symbol of 
the wise man who lives simply in nature. 

Poems of Yun Son-do are included into the collection of the most 
significant Korean poetic masterpieces by Kim Yŏng-nag (Kim, 2001:62-
68). 

Famous Korean literary critic Ch Dong-il and French Koreanist Daniel 
Bouchez name Yun Son-do “Le maître du genre”, who contributed much 
for the creative changes in shijo poetry (Cho Dong-il and Daniel Bouchez, 
2002:265). 

In the same way is regarded Yun Son-do by Russian scholars Adelaida 
Trotsevich who names him “master of the classical shijo and, first of all, 
of landscape poems” (Trotsevich, 2004:125-127) and Mariana Nikitina 
who underlines that shijo genre reached its fictional and aesthetic ups in 
the poems of Yun Son-do (Nikitina, 1994:8). 

Yun Son-do was inspired to write his poem when reworking the earlier 
Fisherman’s Song (어부가) by Yi Hyŏn-bo, which in turn was a 
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reworking into nine verses of an anonymous poem from Koryo (O’Rourke, 
2001:13-14). The Fisherman’s Calendar shows some differences in 
syllable count from the regular shijo pattern. In addition, it features two 
refrains, which are not found in shijo: the first refrain varies in a regular 
pattern through the verses and it describes various tasks on the boat, 
pushing off, raising sail, lowering sail, rowing, etc.; the second refrain is 
onomatopoeic, chigukch’ong, chigukch’ong, representing the winding of 
the anchor chain, and ŏsawa, the rhythm of the oars. 

Mist lifts on the stream in front, 
sunlight illuminates the mountain behind. 
 Push away, push away! 
The night tide is almost out; 
Soon the morning tide will be coming in. 
 Chigukch’ong, chigukch’ong, ŏsawa! 
Flowers 
in profusion adorn the river village; distant hues are best. 
    Spring (O’Rourke, 2002:95). 
 
The day is hot; 
Fish jump in the water. 
 Weigh anchor, weigh anchor! 
Seagulls in twos and threes fly back and forth. 
 Chigukch’ong, chigukch’ong, ŏsawa! 
My fishing pole 
is ready; did I put the makkŏlli jar on board? 
    Spring  (Ibid). 
This poem gives us a wonderful opportunity to think over its meaning 

and significance. The fisherman may be treated not as a person who makes 
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a living by fishing; rather, he may symbolize a reclusive yangban who 
attempts to get close to nature so as to transcend mundane concerns. The 
“lonely pine” and the moonlight shining of the empty boat express the 
desire for a life free of worry. Images of clouds, waves, snow, moonlight, 
and solitary thought are used to create a lonely atmosphere (Kim, 1997:69). 

Flowers bloom when it’s hot; 
Leaves fall when it’s cold. 
Pine, you are impervious to snow and frost? 
Thus I know 
your roots reach straight to the Nine Springs. 
    (Ibid, p. 94). 
Yun Son-do’s poems reveal his joy in nature and show his 

determination to leave the confusion of political life and retire to the 
simple life of the hermit. 

I’m building a straw hut beneath a rock 
in a landscape of mountain and water. 
Those who do not understand laugh at what they see, 
but folly 
and rustic simplicity somehow seem to become me. 
    Natural Joy (O’Rourke, 2002:91). 
It seems that in order to teach Yun Son-do’s lyrics we should better 

understand him and his time. 
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