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Sex and the City: Introductory Remarks

The reason why | had to get up this morning is tis ‘Ch’oe Young-mi has
the kind of senghility that | find most overwheming, too frightening to
write about (Kim Yongtaek 1994: 123)’; and this ‘Her poetry, a first sght,
IS provocative. Somehow, she dartles us yet we are gill tempted to follow
her through to the end. This guiding light of temptation takes us to a place
where life-supporting stuff such as ideologicd fath or love has left us
behind; and suddenly, the light goes off (Hwang Chi-u 1994)’.

| am left wondering what could be the origin of the shock factor that
these critics identify? Could it be the in-your-face qudity of her imagery?
These (mae) commentators are as ‘honest (Y Kim 121) as the poet they
welcome wholeheartedly, whose gritty urban redism they interpret, quite
rightty and generoudy, as ‘youthful honesty expressed in the language of
urbane sengtivity (Ch'oe Won-shik 1994)'. | agree; | read that, too. She
must be indeed a ‘Seoul woman par excellence just like her poetry (Y Kim
119)’; and not only does she have, dlegedly, the ‘tal dim body (Y Kim
119)' of a sophisticated Seoulite, she must dso have the reslient body of a

 All trandations in this essay are my own; see Appendix for afull trandation of the
poems cited in thisessay. An earlier, shorter verson has gppeared in Naked Punch 03
(www.nakedpunch.com) and adifferent version of * At Thirty, The Party isOver,” on
which SaraMaguire and Kyoo Lee worked together, has gppeared in Poetry Review 94.4
(Winter 2004/5).
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city dweller. Ch'oe, the poet, has the urbanity of Kim Soo-young, the blood
of revolutionaries, and the dipperiness of posmoderns. dl a once. Sheis,
in aword, complicated.

Now then, | want to talk ‘fight’ — about the theme of fighting that runs
through Ch'o€'s poetry. The text | am going to use is her firg anthology, At
Thirty, The Party is Over, which muscled its way onto the contemporary
Korean literary scene in 1994. My immediate am here is to introduce her
work to a wider range of readership outsde Korea. Although thisis only a
brief introduction, a close reading of her text, | hope, may aso help us
understand the onrgoing ‘postmodernist’ or ‘new-age trend in Korean
literature that started, roughly speaking, from the late 1980s, coinciding with
the end of the military regime and the beginning of a democratic era, and, as
a result, with the disgppearance of the enemy and the appearance of a lost
generation. | do not, however, intend to go into any extensve anayss ether
of Korean postmodernism or of the work of Ch'oe teken as a whole.
Although some issues arisng from, and conceved in terms of, feminist
literary criticiam, are introduced in the commentary that follows, this will
not leed to any in-depth discusson, textua or contextud. | am going to
leave such a project to more capable hands, hoping that | mysaf may in the
future have a chance to develop some of the ideas | have touched upon. The
scope of this essay is therefore limited to that extent, and the style of reading
highly subjective. What | wish to do in what follows is merely to spotlight
some recurrent themes in the poetry of Ch'oe, which | will divide into three
sections, and to st up an interpretative framework around each topicdl
heading as a way of exploring the ‘newness and power of her poetic
sentiment, of which | have dready spoken briefly, and which remans
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relatively unexplored. The first theme | want to touch on, as indicated above,
isthat of fighting.

Poetics of Resstance: | Fight, Thereforel Am.

Ch'oe Sungrja (1994) suggedts that the poetry of Ch'oe Youngmi is
‘a kind of fighting record.” This is a perceptive reading. A desre to fight
does seem to be a hidden, irreducible impetus of Ch'o€'s poetry:

The transparent makes me drunk.
Poetry doesiit,

acohol doesiit.

[-.]

Whenever in fight with someone, | become transparent,
fiercdy

fredy

transparent.

A proof that | am il dl right

aproof thet | can il fed pan
that something is il dive.

On a day when transparent things fight transparently,
one does not get drunk, no matter how much is taken in.
(‘I Live Because)

| will discuss ‘the transparent’ later on in section four. Here, | wish to
focus on the centrdity of the ‘I’ that fights —the body of the ‘I’, to be more
gpecific. Fighting presupposes endurance. Endurance is an enabling
condition for confrontation. In a fist fight, for instance, what has to remain
solid, as a rulg, is the fis. The same principle goplies to a more idedised
kind of fight, such as a war between two nations or a class struggle: each
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party has to keep dive the cause for which the fighting takes place. In the
cae of Ch'oe, the sruggle is inward. Wha she fights againg is nothing
other than hersdlf, her postmodern saf prone to despair. In the face of the
fundamenta obscurity of postmodern life she demands ‘proof’ — proof that
the lyricd | remains dive. Ch'o€'s poetry transforms the bana, amorphous
| into an experientid, and explicitly bodily | that is a once explosve and
sensua, which renders the whole process of poetic sdf-confrontation more
enjoyable than painful:

[...]

Ripping off the dead flesh, | redlised

wounds were the clothes of the living, only the living,
apromisethat | won't bein pain any longer.

[..]

The words gtirring with life

the gestures hungry for life

dl logt, | chewed

the recollections of the last sex
flooding into my mouth.

(‘ The Recollections of the Last Sex’)

In other words, Ch'oe, the poet, has an eternd itch for partying. Note,
agan, theresliency of the | in the following scene:

Of course | know

It was the revolutionary more than a revolution,
the beer pub more than a pint of beer, that | liked
not the protest song starting with Oh My Comrade!
but the love songs hummed in alow voice,

but tell me, so what?
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The party isover.

The beer’s run out, and one by one, people collect their wallets,
at long last he’ saso left, but,

the bill’ s been split, and everybody’s fled

In their shoes, but,

vaguely | know

there will be someone remaining here dl done

cleaning up the table for the taverner,

shedding hot tears, remembering every hit,

somebody will restart the song he' s left unfinished

perhaps | know

somebody will set up atable, get the people together again
before the dawn,

somebody will put on al the lights and refurbish the stage.

But tdl me, so what?
(‘At Thirty, The Party is Over’)

The poet’s | is torn between two choices. ether heading home just
like others, or staying there, preparing for another party, al done, dl over
again. This is a scene that must be fairly familiar to those who lived through
the turbulent Korea of the late 1980s, when there was a sense of new
beginning in the ar, whether negative or postive. The most obvious image
evoked in ‘At thirty’ is that of weary local leftists having a soju” meeting at
their favourite haunt, somewhere in the backstreets of Shinchon, the heavily
commercidised yet ill youthfully preserved, universty area in Seoul. One
may eedly and convincingly provide a socio-political reading of this
passage.  Yet the ‘we, the people’ implicit in this piece, is dso open to a
number of other different readings, such as gender-palitical, anthropologicd,
or even ego-psychologica, which | am not reedy to explore here in detall. A

more generd point | wish to make here concerns the location of Ch'o€'s

2 Korean sake, cheap and strong, 100% chemical
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‘bloody sruggle (Y Kim 122), or the redliency of her poetic ego, the
sngular 1. For her, to write is to fight agang the nothing, the misery of
being reduced to nothing, often cushioned by the inward smile of
posmodern cynicism — ‘Tdl me, so what? (‘At Thirty’)’. Despite her
pronounced gregariousness, she is aone in this fight againgt her cynicad sdf.
Her poetic beligerence comes from a naturd, intuitive anger, the anger of
being logt, being |eft done at the party.

Exposed in her poems ae not only the playfulness, but dso the
rentlessness of such a date of ‘postmodern madness, the madness of
poetic hunger caught between the freedom of a flying bird and the destiny of
gaving animas.

A bird gliding through one perfect line,
asif it knew whereto,

the sky the diding bird dit open, dazzling blue,

that afternoon sky under which | dream of postmodern
madness,

those unable to find seats were standing at the entrance of a
restaurant, without a queue.
(‘ The Hunger of a Survivor’)

Often portrayed in her poems with visud precison and dramatic humour is
the pod-capitaist urban fatigue of Seoul, the place the poet nevertheless
refuses to leave. Ch'o€'s wegpon is the poignancy of microscopic redism,
another more recent example of which can be found in Ha Sung-nan's nove,
The Woman Next Door (1999), where the obsessve energies of femde



SOAS Literary Review Issue 4 (Soring 2005)

scopophiliafind anoveigtic expresson.

‘I Saw It’: A Transparent Gaze

| saw it
food worms’ crawling into soondae®.
( Seoul Underground 1')

Ch'oe's voyeuriam is more comicd than crud and yet, as with dl
good comedies, the humour of her poetry carries an echo of something not
so funny. She is a bit like ‘a dirty little secret’ reveded in a poetic form.
Her poetry spesks not gently but poignantly and it bespesks the practica
truth that obscurity is not only the opposite of clarity, but its opponent.

For instance, the exacting edginess of Ch'o€s poetic sentiment
certanly is not ‘femining in the conventiona sense of the word. A case in
point is the poem entitled ‘“What It Means To Be Alone,’ which depicts the
desperate loneliness of a woman eating ‘hot soondae soup’ al done in a
squaid shilbi-jip® teritoridised by working class mae customers. Such a
soondae-eating, soondae-observing woman cannot be the same as the one
featured in ‘Oh, thou flower standing in front of the mirror, looking like my
elder sger’ (‘Master Midang'). Rather, Ch'oe's | of ‘I saw it’ is the other,

less elegant sgter, fiercely more perceptive and fiercely more voracious.

3 “food worm isaliteral trandation of ‘bop-bullae’, ‘bop’ meaning rice or food stuff, and
‘bullae,” aworm; a‘food worm’ in colloguid Korean is equivaent to ‘a good-for-
nothing’, i.e. anidle person.

4 ‘pondae’ is not a sundae misspelled, but Korean-style black pudding, emblematic of
indlegant peasant food.
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Boning agrilled goolbi® on breskfast table,

| saw it,

the secrets of the body finally reveded.

Five visceraand six entrails, the flesn shattered and scattered,
isthiswhat is caled the truth?

[.]

Ripping off the dead flesh, | redised

wounds were the clothes of the living, only the living,
apromisethat | won't be in pain any longer

(‘ The Recdlections of the Last Sex’)

When, with the sore imprint on the first gpple
biting a circle out of the crescent,

afat candle completes anight

[...] before me who hesitates, firet, love comes.

(‘Firg, it

What we see here is the fighter's gaze, fighter's body, fighter's desire,
not the Romantic shackle of feminised consciousness but a focused
aticulation of femae desre which recognises the disgusting truth of carnd
violence as well as its fatd atraction. A hard woman is dways trouble,
added sendtivity makes her a hardcore poet. True, this explicitly and
explogvely ‘fema€e voice and body, as feminis scholar Kim Hyesook
obsarves panfully (1995), has long been dglenced and controlled by
traditiond Confucian ideology tha uses literature as a disciplinay
goparatus, as a means to transform the potentidly threatening femade gaze
into a docile mirror which reflects nothing other than its arbitrary,
patriarchd values. If verba inhibition is a form of oppresson, verba
explication can be used as a politicadl means to resst such oppressive power.

® Somewnhere between apub and abudget restaurant, popular amongst manua workers
and locad men, ‘ shilbi” means no-nonsense price, and ‘jip,” house or place.

® ‘Goolbi’ is dried corbina, a popular side dish in Kaean cuisine, considered a delicacy,
more luxurious than cod or mackerd.



SOAS Literary Review Issue 4 (Soring 2005)

The suggestion here is, namely that the ‘transparent’ gaze of Ch'o€ poetry,
often mirrored in her painterly language, can be read as a potentiad weapon,
afeminist weapon, for instance.

The implicit hardness and resliency of Ch'oe's ‘body’ language dso
exemplifies what Kim Mihyun (1996) cdls the femde ‘poetics of in-
between-ness, where slence intersects with talkativeness, and lack with
excess. A ‘quivering concentration’ of ercotic energy, described below, is a
kind of secret, ‘orgasmic’ experience, arguably exclusve to femae — not

necessarily feminine— imagination:

Insde a stranger’ s car who offered aride:

the power of silence fastened into the seet belt,
the imagination caught in the crossed legs,
caught in the mirror pushing and pushed,

a H=f-binding, quivering concentration!
(‘Unrequited Love')

Such a concrete, bodily dynamism of ‘in’ (eg. ‘pushing’) and ‘out’ (eg.
‘pushed’), caught in the livdy imagination, is aready detectable in Ch'oe's
preoccupation with the language of digestion (food and drinks), which she
uses skilfully and poeticaly. If her ‘sex and drink’ poems concern the
interior and intengty of the body, her ‘jihachul (underground train)’ poems,
by contrast, focus on its extensveness, the human body as apsychophysica
entity in itsdf, a mobile wegpon even (see Appendix, poems 7and 8). Ch'oe,
the poet who not only gazes a, but more importantly thinks with, the body,
pulls it out from the amorphous mass of flesh. With her amorous, poetic
touch, the body is transformed from an inert, ignorable massmess to a
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dynamic ste where the subjective forces and dramas of desire, passvity and
aggresson are presant al a once, present in a form thet is dther intensdy
and repeatedly repressed (7) or less opague and more sraightforward (8).
The body she portrays, with a surgica yet sdf-implicative humour, is sad
yet aso funny — exquisite even when ssgging.

Alternatively Pornographic: Liquidisation of The Corporeal

There ae dements of masochigic solipssm in Ch'o€'s postic
sentiment.  True, there are dements of claustrophobic monologue in her
poetic language. Some may see these dements as regressve rather than
transgressive, and reactionary rather than revolutionary: in other words, as
interesting only in commercia terms. The charge of sensationdism or
aesthetic nihilism, often raised againgt her, can be understood in this regard.

While granting, to a certain extent, these critica points | would like
however, in concluson, to propose a dightly different, more constructive
way of reading Ch'o€'s poetry, a kind of reading that makes her neither ‘a
Seoul chic' nor ‘a mad woman in the attic,’ but a woman with a ddightful,
pornographic indght. By ‘pornographic’ here, | mean initidly, of course,
‘sexudly explicit.” But this widey accepted notion seems barren and
mechanica, charged only with phdlic aggresson. What this ward doesis
merely to make corpored i.e <olidify objectively the tightly binarised
agoressve-passvity of sexud acts.  In other words, it remains ultimately
impotent in the face of the more fluid, femae joy, or jouissance.” Hence, in
conventiond pornography paatable to the ‘mae  viewer, for ingance, the
focus, whether literd or dlegoricd, is lad on the ultimate object, the

10
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phalus, with this, the liquid capacity of her vagina (as in the ‘wetness of
‘pussy’ as the barometer of her sexiness) becomes only a supplementary and
ultimatdy unmasterable measure againg which the solidity (‘hardness and
‘volume) of his penis can be sized up. To this rather photographic, object-
oriented notion of ‘explicitness’ | would like to add some paintery,
subjective dimension, which Ch’'oe cdls ‘the transparent.” The point to note
is that Ch'oe's transgparency is more liquid than solid, her poetry is
transparent to the point of becoming watery:

[..]

That sort of love I’ ve made severa times.

That morning shine, pouring in from the sky,

the glorious scales, the layers of cloud, removed,

You and |, shrinking with the shell, startled by the transparency,
pierced the cold scdes into dl over the bodies, not knowing
who goesfird.

The words girring with life

the gestures hungry for life

al logt, | chewed

the recollections of the last sex

flooding into my mouth.

(‘ The Recallections of the Last Sex’)

This morning-after reminiscence started with goolbi, the dried fish; and it is
now ending with something quditatively different — sdiva. Likewise, the
poem opens with the crigp morning light, closng with an unintentionaly
lubricated mouth. In the poetic space of Ch’'oe, aggressve optics dissolves
into, and is ransformed into, a taste, a reclaimed taste of orgasm, as it were,
which remainsintensely private, yet not necessarily unsharable.

1
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A dmilar interplay between the solid and the fluid, between the ary
and the watery, takes place in the following poem:

[...]

shdl | play acold fish or stage a maudlin show?

Not knowing where to put the bandaged finger,

ghdl | grip the tea-cup or rest it on my lap chastely?

Shdl | lower my eydids or sted a glance?

A weedy DMZ in my heart’, lodged somewnhere,

al these seasons | have never known

where to anchor or discover, will you enter?

Will you someday suddenly wet the bottom of the passng
showers?

A glass of wdl-brewed memories

anight drowsy with drunkenness,

Into you, past your motionless shoulders,

| wish | could dive,

wishing it rained at leest.

(‘A DMZ in My Mind’)
‘Will you someday suddenly wet the bottom of the passing showers? — this
odd yet beautiful sentence is a product of an exquidte, complex word play
on ‘judd and its linguistic neighbours. ‘judd’ (breasts or rather, boobs),
“‘judd-da (to be wet or to wet, homophonic with ‘to gir’), ‘gutt-da (to
wdak). At this point, ‘judd’ the noun, the objectified ‘boobs’ turns into

‘judd-da,” the verb and the action, the trangition, is sudden, unscheduled.

7 ‘kasum', aso meaning breest.
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Are we then ready to wak into this zone? Are we persuaded?

Tempted? Why not?
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Appendix

At Thirty, the Party Is Over.
Poetry of Ch'oe Y ong-mi (1994),
selected and trandated by Kyoo E. Lee © 2001

Contents
1. At Thirty, the Party IsOver./ 2. TheHunger of a Survivor / 3. The
Recollections of the Last Sex/ 4. Firgt, It /5.1 Live Because/ 6. Seoul
Underground 1/ 7. Seoul Underground 2/ 8. Seoul Underground 4/ 9.
Unrequited Love/ 10. A DMZ in My Mind

1. At Thirty, The Party IsOver.

Of course | know

it was the revolutionary more than a revolution,
the beer pub more than a pint of beer, that | liked
not the protest song starting with Oh My Comrade!
but the love songs hummed in alow voice,

but tell me, so what?

The party is over.

The beer’ s run out, and one by one, people collect their wallets,
at long last he’ saso left, but,

the bill’ s been split, and everybody’ s fled

in their shoes, but,

vaguely | know

there will be someone remaining here dl done

cleaning up the table for the taverner,

shedding hot tears, remembering every hit,

somebody will restart the song he' s left unfinished
perhaps | know

somebody will set up atable, get the people together again
before the dawn,

somebody will put on al the lights and refurbish the stage.

But tel me, so what?

2. The Hunger of a Survivor

14
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A bird gliding through one perfect line,
asif it knew whereto,

the sky the diding bird dit open, dazzling blue,
that afternoon sky under which | dream of postmodern madness,

those unable to find seats were standing at the entrance of a restaurant,
without a queue.

3. The Recollections of the Last Sex

Boning a grilled goolbi on breskfast table,

| saw it,

the secrets of the body finally reveaed.

Five visceraand six entrails, the flesh shattered and scattered,
isthiswhat is cdled the truth?

One layer behind is a tory, frighteningly smple,

reduced to the bones and flesh, like the private parts of that night.
Ripping off the dead flesh, | realised

wounds were the clothes of the living, only the living,
apromisethat | won't bein pain any longer.

That sort of love I've made severd times.

That morning shine, pouring in from the sky,

the glorious scales, the layers of cloud, removed,

You and I, shrinking with the shell, startled by the transparency,

pierced the cold scales into dl over the bodies, not knowing who goesfirdt.
The words sirring with life

the gestures hungry for life

al log, | chewed

the recollections of the last sex

flooding into my mouth.

4. Firg, It

comes, with its head bowed down

with the energy that warms and cools the pavement
with the slent force with which abedroom closet closes

15
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with afew crystal beads of sweat on the nervous forehead
love comes.

When, with the sore imprint on the first gpple
biting a circle out of the crescent,
afat candle completes a night

like the whine of awhinging child

like the consolation of a seamless tea
beyond the ennui beyond the reflection
perhaps |ove comes.

Entering the middle of alingering mind,
erasing the love of yesterday,

groping adong today, love comesto me

before me who hesitates, first, it comesto me.

5.1 Live Because

The transparent makes me drunk.
Poetry does it,

acohol doesiit.

S0 does the wobbly toddler

the pasty look on his face yesterday

the love without how-are-you-today

the schoal girls guffawsfilling the Tube
the white paper ready to be crumpled
the rain outside the windows

the puppy’ s barking muting the raindrops
the mother’ s daily grumbles.

Whenever in fight with someone, | become transparent,
fiercdy

fredy

transparent.

A proof that | am gill dl right

aproof that | can ill fed pain

that something is ill dive.

On a day when transparent things fight transparently,

16
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one does not get drunk, no matter how much istaken in.

6. Seoul Underground 1
| saw it:
food worms crawling into soondae

7. Seoul Underground 2

The next gtation is Shinrim.

The doors will open on the right side.

The next gation is...

Hearing the announcement making its way, suddenly |,

through the left mouth’ firmly closed, wanted o go.

Having thought of this thought,

athought becoming a premature desire

a desire becoming a definite conviction,
jumping up and up

towards left and left,

my neck turned, the morning turns me back.

Only 10 minutes left, 5 minutes, ah, 1 minute,
chased by the facdlesstime

pushed by the hair-mousse swedt fart semen sticky
smells without addresses,

rattled herefaltering there

but ught, in search of a pam-fitting space of thinking
struggling to balance up with two glaring eyes,

perhapsit isonly mewho isin exile

from the ground to the underground,

pushed along, doneinto the hell-tra ng,

entertaining such doubts, everyday, like having amed, like going to work,
lightly,

8Translator’s note: a pun on the word ‘ip-gu’, meaning an entrance or gate. ‘Ip’, used asa
gerb, means ‘to enter’, and used as a noun, amouth; and ‘gu’ dso means amouth.

Trandator’s note: aword play on the word, ‘ji-ha-chul’, meaning a subway (ji-ha) train
(chul). The word used hereiis ‘ji-ok-chul’, meaning atrain to hell (ji-ok).

17
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forgetting such thoughts,
click,

the next gation is Shinrim.
The doorswill open onthe right side.
The next gation is...

8. Seoul Underground 4

Three women are dozing off,

one woman's head on another’ s shoulder

one woman's shoulder on another’ s breast

one woman' s fatigue resting on another’s sorrow,
Do Re Mi 9de by sde.

Three men are coming,

the Tube looking like the ingde of soondae,
sraining their soggy blanched eyebdls

surfing around the lump of flesh sagging asif boiled.

Firdt, abeggar thrusts his hand,

then a blind man, snging a song,

followed by the bushy hair of a prophe,
prepare for the Heaven's opening, my people!
Despite his shouting, derting, trotting around,
three women are dozing off,

three men are coming.

11:00 AM, the Tubeis
filled with the unemployed.

9. Unrequited Love

Insde a stranger’s car who offered aride:

the power of slence fastened into the seat bdt,

the imagination caught in the crossed legs, caught in the mirror
pushing and pushed,

a sdf-binding, quivering concentration!

18
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10. ADMZ in My Mind

It's neither the coffee nor the black tea

that hangs onto an uninteresting novella until late,

that is unable to close the umbrella after the rain’s stopped,
that packs and then unpacks the suitcase only to change again,
that revises yesterday’ s poem,

it’s neither the coffee nor the black tea.

Unable ether to cry or to laugh,
whether lying on the sdes or on the ssomach,
whether matting the hair or tying it up,

ghdl | play acold fish or stage a maudlin show?

Not knowing where to put the bandaged finger,

shdl | grip the tea-cup or rest it on my lap chastely?

Shdl | lower my eydids or sed aglance?

A weedy DMZ in my heart, lodged somewhere,

all these seasons | have never known

where to anchor or discover, will you enter?

Will you someday suddenly wet the bottom of the passing showers?

A glass of wdl-brewed memories
anight drowsy with drunkenness,

into you, past your motionless shoulders,
| wish | could dive,

wishing it rained at least.
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