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ABSTRACT

A Comparative Study on Paintings and Literature of Lee Sang

Han, Kang
Department of Korean Language and Literature
The Graduate School

Yonsei University

While Lee Sang wrote and published literary works, he also created quite a
lot of paintings. Unfortunately, most of his paintings were lost and only a few
of them still remain. Paintings and literature created by one artist have some
things in common such as principles and motifs in creation. Analyzing Lee
Sang’s painting techniques and images and exploring the co-relations between
his literary works and paintings will facilitate our understanding of his original
motifs, and it will also give us a meaningful clue to the interpretations of his
literary works.

Two images are overlapped in Lee Sang’s early oil painted self-portrait and
his self-conscious poetry, and they are ‘poverty’ and ‘compassion’. These
gloomy self-images cannot be simply interpreted as ‘depression’ or ‘ontological
fatigue’. Rather, complicated perceptions dominant in colonized Chosun
Dynasty during 1930s should be considered in their interpretations. Meanwhile,
the hollow hole and dark shadow in one eye, as shown in his oil-painted self
portraits, are associated with his mirror-motif poetry. According to Lacan’s

theories on visual arts, the hollow hole reveals an empty spot of re-creation,

_92_



and it is open to the being in the rear of the vision.

Dual structures of the illustrations in “Wings’ have similarities with the
structures of the short stories by Lee Sang. The short story “Wings” has dual
structures of the prologue and the body. The strong sense of identity of the
writer as ‘the voice of the designer’ is expressed in the prologue, while it is
not found in the narratives of the body. This is a simple form of
ventriloquism, and the ventriloquism gets more intensive when the voices in
his another short story “Records on Ending Life” are divided. The dual
structures are significant to Lee Sang who wrote “Wings,” and the significance
can be more clear by exploring the relationship of the illustrations drawn by
him.

The drawing self-portrait, which is the last painting by Lee Sang, bears more
important relevance with his literature than any other painting. In the drawing
self-portrait, he used both lines and dots and created a face with a blurry
outline, which looks as if the strokes and lines are struggling against each
other. Also, the eyes drawn by this technique look asymmetrical.

What are the relations between Lee Sang’s literature and the mixed use of
lines and dots in his painting? The visual images of dots are related to the
ventriloquism of “Records on Ending Life” that has multiple voices. The
ventriloquism comes from the psychological path of
‘separation-pronouncement-recovery. The path is a significant motif of his
literature, and is variedly shown in his poems as well as in his short stories
such as “Wings” and “Records on Ending Life”. Disruption is the prerequisite
of the mechanism of ‘separation-pronouncement-recovery. It is because the

subject can be lead into the circuit of regeneration only when it is in the
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drifting state. Instead of using clear lines, Lee Sang forms images with drifting
dots and then puts lots of dots over them. These overlapping images ended up
making forms into blurry and vague ones, which visually symbolize the
mechanism of his literary work.

The strokes laid over the drifting dots make incomplete forms through
contradiction and integration with the dots. There is a tension in this picture,
which comes from the fact that dialectic of dots and lines is never completed.
Seen from the similarities of the short story “Losing Flowers” and the poems
like “Crow’s Eye View Part 17, “Critical Condition; Inside”, “Memorandum
on Lines”, incomplete forms are interpreted as the visualization of the crack of
aesthetic modernity, in other words, attraction and rejection of modernity. Also,
minimum, fine lines give final touches to the forms. The final touches are
very similar to how multiple voices in “Records on Ending Life” are finally
threaded into a short story.

On the other hand, the eyes in the drawing self-portrait look asymmetrical,
even though one of them is not hollow like the one in the oil-painted
self-portrait. The asymmetrical image is related to the irony of Lee Sang’s
literary texts. Aesthetic methodology of irony, which includes the inner
mechanism of the aforementioned ventriloquism, is one of the core principles
in his creation of both literature and paintings. Irony is one of the
methodologies that essentially require a highly introspective sense of identity.
Assuming from the facts that Lee Sang painted mainly self-portraits and most
of his poems are self-portraits written in language, the introspective sense of
identity serve as a strong impetus to his creation.

Lee Sang is a daring and unparalleled writer who experimented with aesthetic
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autonomy. It is hard to say that he accomplished great success as a painter.
However, by visualizing his strong sense of identity as an artist and aesthetic
methodology, his paintings serve as important clues to the understanding of the

essence of his literature.

Key Words: Lee Sang, paintings, self-portrait, comparative study, creation

techniques, visual symbols, mixed use of lines and dots
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