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An Ecological Reading of Yi KOnch'ang’s “NokOn”

Kim, Soeun

The main objective of this paper is to offer a new ecological reading of “NokOn”
by Yi KOnch'ang.

In “NokOn,” the deer functions not only as the narrative subject but also as a
symbolic figure whose voice and image are central to the text’s implication.
Traditionally depicted as peaceful, benign, and associated with longevity, the deer
in late ChosOn reality occupied a vulnerable position as a persistently hunted species.
By the nineteenth century, Yi KOnch'ang, along with Yi YuwOn, Kim Yunsik, and
KwOk ChongsOk, had each produced works reflecting on the cruelty of deer hunting
—likely informed by the gradual decline in deer populations and the pressures of
the antler tribute system.

The ecological significance of “NokOn” emerges in two major aspects. First, the
text foregrounds the deer as the narrative subject, thereby challenging the
conventional human-animal hierarchy—a strategy also found in modern ecological
literature, prefigured in Pak Chi-wOn’s “Hojil.” Unlike the reprimanding tiger in
“Hojil,” “NokOn” recasts this figure as a healing deer, using its gentleness to expose
human violence and to prompt ethical self-reflection. Second, through the deer’s
diagnosis of Yi-ja, the work highlights human-nature interdependence and proposes
the possibility of healing through coexistence. Yi-ja’s shift from yOllok(hunting deer)
to pangnok(releasing deer) marks a transition from exploitation to relational

symbiosis.

Keywords: Yi KOnch'ang, NokOn, deer hunting, nokyong, ecology, Hojil, Ecological

interdependence
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