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The Zhouyi and Literati Culture in the Joseon Dynasty:
A Study Centered on Sin Heum

Kang Ha YU
Kangwon National University

This article focuses on the exile-period writings of Shin Heum(1566-1628), a major literary
figure of mid-Joseon Korea, and explores how the Zhouyi (Book of Changes) was
transformed through his lived experience into a practical intellectual resource, one that was
imaginatively reshaped and aesthetically rearticulated in his literary works. By examining his
poetry and prose from exile alongside his engagement with Yijing thought, the study argues
that for Shin Heum, the Zhouyi shifted from being primarily an object of moral-philosophical
exegesis within Confucian scholarship to becoming a framework for responding to political
turmoil and personal crisis. It ultimately served as a spiritual grounding for his reconstruction
of the self and ethical orientation in the world.

Within the highly structured Confucian order of Joseon, the Zhouyi—with its dual emphasis
on moral principle (yili) and image-number speculation (xiangshu)—offered a wide range of
interpretive possibilities. As political instability intensified in mid-Joseon, image-number
thought found renewed intellectual relevance. Shin Heum’s experience of exile marked a
decisive turning point in his intellectual development: his reflections on the hexagrams Kan
(3X) and Jing (#) moved beyond technical numerological explanation and developed into
ethical responses to suffering and deeper forms of existential reflection.

This study further shows that Shin Heum’s exile writings represent an innovative attempt to
translate hexagramic thought into symbolic language and spatial imagination. In this process,
the Zhouyi was transformed from “classical knowledge” into a “resource for living,” as its
symbolic system was aesthetically reconstructed through poetic expression. Rather than
losing its significance in moments of political rupture, the classical text gained renewed
vitality through literary reinterpretation, becoming a spiritual anchor for literati confronting
historical trauma. The case of Shin Heum thus offers a valuable perspective on how classical
texts are reactivated and reshaped within specific historical circumstances.

Keywords: Shin Heum; Zhouyi; Joseon literature; Hexagram Kan; Hexagram Jing; image-
number learning (xiangshu)
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