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Abstract

The Ugliness of Gi Hyung-do’s Poetry: Focusing on Adorno’s Aesthetics

Jeong, Yusun

In the history of modern Korean poetry, Gi Hyung-do has been repeatedly
defined as the “poet of despair” or “poet of death.” While this assessment is
based on the dark, isolated imagery, hopeless sentiments, and apocalyptic sensibility
frequently found in his poetry, it does not fully encompass the aesthetic strategies
his poetry employs. Specifically, the recurring unpleasantness, distorted forms, and
meaningless suffering in Gi’s poetry are often reduced to emotional pessimism or
existential nihilism.

Previous studies have drawn primarily on Bachchin’s concept of the grotesque or
modernist discourses of alienation to elucidate these characteristics. However, given
that the grotesque is fundamentally an aesthetic that carties generative, subversive,
and transformative potential, such concepts are insufficient for explaining the
persistent stagnation and absence of perspective evident in Gi Hyung-do’s poetry. Gi
Hyung-do’s poetry does not transform revealed contradictions into new meanings,
nor does it rearrange the fractured world into a different order.

This essay interprets the recurring images of “ugliness” in Gi Hyung-do’s poetry
in relation to Adorno’s aesthetic concepts, guided by the aforementioned critical
concerns. The relationship between Grotesque Realism in the Bachmannian sense
and ugliness in the Adornian sense appears superficially similar yet shares distinct
horizons. The former is distinguished by its implication of the potential for creation
and transformation, whereas the latter is decisively marked by its formal fixation on
irreconcilability. This essay therefore posits that Gi Hyung-do’s poetry performs an
aesthetics of “irreconcilable exposure™: it lays bare the contradictions and suffering

of reality through ugliness yet refuses to suture them with any prospect or alternative.



