Selected Poems by Kim Su-young (4 5=%)
Translated by Brother Anthony of Taizé

Originally published in Variations / Three Korean Poets (Cornell EAS, 2001)

Kim Su-Young (Kim Su-Ydng) was born in Seoul in 1921. He studied for a time in Japan,
and in what is now Yonsei University. Some of his early poems were published in 1949
as part of the anthology =% Z=A]9} A|WES] 33 Seroun tosiwa simindur i
hapch’ang (The New City and the Chorus of Citizens). During the Korean war, he was
forced to serve in the North Korean army for a time and was subsequently interned on
Koje Island until 1952. He later worked as a journalist and also lectured on a part-time
basis.

In his lifetime, he only published one volume of poetry, @i}ete] At Tallara i
changnan (A Game Played in the Moon), in 1959. After his death in a car accident in
1968, further collections of poetry and of his critical essays were published. Minumsa
Publishing Company published his complete works, poetry and prose, in two volumes
GEkmE 2245 1 5%, 1| #0C Kim Su-Yong chonchip | shi, Il sanmun) in 1981. The essays
f5od, RS wolgl Siys chlim dl pet’dra (Poetry, spit it out, 1968) and i f:fi Pansiron
(Theory of Anti-Poetics, 1968) are particularly important manifestos arguing for a
renewal of poetry and aesthetics. While he was deeply influenced by Modernism, his
social vision and his growing conviction that poetry should use colloquial language,
made him a prophetic pioneer.
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Games in the Land of the Moon

Atop is spinning.

Life enthralls me, child’s or adult’s;

I love to watch, | gaze open-eyed

as a child spins a top.

How beautiful a child at play is;

children playing at housekeeping are really beautiful.
| forget to converse with the man | am here to visit,
longing for the child to spin the top again.

Casting everything aside, even my work,

(I' live in the city as one pursued

and my life

is more enthralling than any novel)

conscious of my age and the dignity age brings,
here | am, solemnly sitting,

watching with candid eyes a top spinning.

The top turns black as it spins.

Every house | visit is more relaxed,

less frantic than mine,

quite out of this world, in fact.

The top is spinning.

The top is spinning.

A string wound round the foot of the top, most strange,
one end between the fingers,

the top thrown to the floor,

and there it spins, soundless, pale gray,

a game played in the moon, long unseen down here.
The top is spinning.

The spinning top moves me to tears.

I mustn’t cry before the man of the house, he’s stouter than me,
below the plane painted on his wall;

this evening is assigned to my destiny, my mission
to be forever improving myself;

it would not do for me to be the least bit inattentive,
yet the top spins on and on, as if mocking me.

Tops lie farther back in my memory than propellers,
more weak things than strong make up my kind heart,
and the top is spinning before me now

like a sage from a past millennium.

It's a sad thing, come to think of it,

but as it spins upright it seems to be saying:

“We must not weep, you and |, for our power to spin,
since that is something we both share.”

The top is spinning.



The top is spinning.

(1953)
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A Gladiolus
— When asked, the girl replied:
Your name is Gladiolus.

No, that will never be a flower.
No, that will never be water, either.

A gaudy flower is attacking my last reserves of patience,
asking what was the very last object caught by my eye.

Still hearing the sacred footsteps that trampled on my heart
as they went their way, | take up my pen one last time.

No matter what anyone says, my pen brings disgrace to people
on their solemn passage through this age.

In a place where there is no sound of water, rain, or wind,
countless flowers, with their shadows, stand in rows,
sideways, crossways, upwards, downwards;

my pen, eager to depict them all, brings utter deep disgrace.

This is writing that no one will see.

(How wonderful if such an age were to come.)
Looking up and down at you all

with an untroubled heart

| experience immense delight.

Flowers, flowers, flowers,

flowers quite ignorant of shame,

flowers belonging to no one,

not belonging to the water you live by,

not mine, no one’s:

freely spread your quiet wings.

This is no garden where you can frolic contentedly
(these flowers bloom beside today’s barbed-wire fences,
not on Golgotha)

and you are flowers which are neither water nor flowers.
Deploy your hidden patience and valor, spread your wings.

Flowers that are not water,
spreading wings thin as water,
as if about to fly off bearing all your weight;

all that can put an end to anyone is the fine thread between
life and death, yet that filament full of grief is not single.



Is that why you are gasping, harboring shame and vacillation?

All your colors combined are thin, yet

where sorrow is known as forbearance and mercy,

with a sorrowful smile, the thin world you inhabit is free;
so, cherishing vigor and prudence entirely,

fixing two buds spread like wings

above your already doomed petals,

you repeat death above death above death:
gladiolus.

(1954)
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Paradise of Rapture

| refuse to go into raptures
over the songs of the feathered creatures
that pass singing above the roof where | live.

We humans are unspeakably pathetic, true, but still,
am | supposed to say that those flying creatures
provoke more shame than humans do?

They may come and perch just above me in my room,
| tremble to think that their shadows might vanish

for | hate living in raptures about anything.

Yet it’s not because | hate to be seen, discovered
at moments of disgrace and anguish
as they come on their visit once a day;

not because fierce sparrow-hawks are lurking

like ancient mushrooms up on my frail roof;

on hot days and cold without distinction, they wait

with glaring eyes for helpless, feathered creatures to come.

| hate the way destiny, lodged
between those birds’ thin claws,
teaches me the passing of time
more than any human footsteps can.

| do not mind if you perch there, wretched, as | grow old,
| do not mind if you fly away;
but | really hate being in raptures, even for a moment.

Don’t leave the sound of your wings

on my shabby black roof.

Don’t leave your faint chirping in my ear
as | shudder

in fear of the tiny shadows you cast.

Only make my eyes clearer, like some engine perched there
to make me and my winter even heavier,

as | remain without rapture and grow ever older.

Creatures, creatures, feathered creatures,

innumerable, feathered creatures

from the Paradise of Rapture.

(1954)
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My Family

In no time at all, waves and winds
have burst into our antiquated house,
bringing fresh vigor with them.

The many people in my family

go out in the morning, rubbing their eyes,

then return home with it in the evening; every day,
they return meanly covered with it like a kind of dust.

| wonder how long it has been.
Sideways, like waves, or like a section of strata
suggestive of generations, unyielding and lovely of hue . . .

Not the breath of any one person

but the whole family’s breath combining

makes my eyes shine brighter than the winter winds
flowing through the gaps of our wide windows and doors.

In the quiet, solemn lamplight,

the sound of each member of the family in uproar

does not offend the ear,

perhaps because | have entrusted my whole spirit to them.
Now | bow my docile head

and wholeheartedly enjoy a book

of photos of great classical sculptures.

Still, the momentary impulses

filling my poor head

with sacred yearnings and cosmic greatness
cannot bear comparison

with my family’s faces

and their countless freckles.

| wonder what | should call

the harmony and unity of this family,

each one plunged deep in private thoughts
yet totally devoid of unnaturalness.

| hope | do not expect anything very great,

just the docile family together, exchanging innocent talk
in a room that may be small or spacious, no matter;

I hope | will not try to reflect on, examine, scrutinize

the whereabouts of my greatness.



The infinitely pure, distant wind and waves

of our incomparably rough-cast folk . . .
Is this love?

Are things old yet good the all of love?

(1954)
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A Summer Morning

The countryside on a summer’s morning is like a family.
Wearing hats of sunshine, people squat working the fields.
Yesterday our folk sowed radish seed.

Gazing up at the smoothly crouching mountain ridges

| try to forget last night’s bitter sense

of smell, hearing, taste, of perception, even.

The face of my wife, emerging to draw water,

has grown very dark; when did that happen?

It's getting just like the faces of the village folk.
Sunlight that will soon grow scorching comes marching
over the hills. In this loveliest selfish hour

| ponder on my soon-to-be-sunburned mind

as | plod heavily between furrows

unforgiving of all discrimination.

Ah, agony.
The river goes rushing powerfully onward
while heaven and hell are very near.

Ah, these people.
We must turn into souls unskilled
and sow seed, plow fields, dig, delve, and rake.

This summer morning
the loving heavens will surely snap our countless forms,
shap just a single snapshot.

(1956)
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Snow

The snow is alive.
The fallen snow is alive.
The snow that has fallen in the yard is alive.

Let’s have a cough.

Young poet, let's have a cough.

Let’s have a cough aimed at the snow.
Make the snow look up, then freely, freely,
let’s have a cough.

The snow is alive.
For soul and body oblivious of death
the snow is alive as the morning breaks.

Let’s have a cough.

Young poet, let's have a cough.

Looking out at the snow,

let’'s have a spit:

all the phlegm accumulated in your lungs overnight.

(1956)
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A Waterfall

The waterfall drops over the lofty cliff with no sign of fear.

The uncontrollable spate drops

with no sense of falling toward anything,
making no distinction between night and day,
like a noble mind, never pausing for rest.

When nightfall comes, ox-eye and houses hid from sight,
the waterfall drops with upright sound.

The upright sound is its sound.
Upright sound calls out
to upright sound.

The water drops, falling like lightning,
drops

without height or breadth

as if confounding sloth and rest,

not granting the mind a moment’s rapture.

(1957)
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Springtime Evening

Never hasten to be anxious in your heart.

Do not aspire to achievements as dazzling

as light falling on a stream.

Dogs may bark, bells may echo, the moon may rise,
never let yourself be flustered.

Heavy body, awakening from drink:

oh, springtime.

Even with a heart infinitely faint from fatigue,
never hasten.

Your dreams may soar like the moon on its way,
dogs may bark, bells echo,

whistles may walil their sad laments,

you must never hasten.

Do not hasten, my light.

Oh, human life.

On an evening when every kind of thing can be seen:
misfortune, misery, fighting, youth, the lives of millions,
like insects unseeing beneath the ground,

do not let your dull poverty-stricken heart hasten.
Never hasten to be anxious in your heart.

Ah, moderation,

my darling son,.

Oh, my inspiration.

(1957)
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Beside a Vegetable Patch

Give strength, more strength.

How lovely, the sound of river breezes.

Give strength, more strength.

To keep the dahlias from moving,

give strength, more strength.

At the side of this exuberant vegetable patch,
give strength, more strength.

At the side of this returning vegetable patch,
give strength, more strength.

Before the breeze drinks you up.

(1957)
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Prologue

| have been singing too many avant-garde songs.

| have been too neglectful of the beauty of stillness.
Trees! Soul!

For a moment, | will perch my weary body,

light as a sparrow, on your not so unseemly branches.
Maturing has been the task of every sage since Socrates,
putting in order

is the task of poets in this strife-ridden twentieth century.
Still the trees grow on; the soul, too, and precepts, commands.
While | belong

to a generation unable to forgive excessive commands,
though this generation is a night that demands

excessive commands.

I know how to sing like an owl in a night such as this.

A wretched song,
a filthy song, a lifeless song:

ah, yet another command.

(1957)
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A Yard in Early Springtime

If you enter the yard in early springtime,
you cannot see

the landscape outside the westward gate
as it should be seen.

Far off in the distance,

even fresher than souls, thawing fragments of ice
go drifting

down the sides of the river.

My wife and son, precious as jewels,

are raising chickens, feeding a brazier,

while the odor of pulped leeks like some miracle remedy
gently strokes my drunken brow.

In the cloudy sky the rising wind
differs today from yesterday’s

and my mind, stripped naked,

is cold as the moss on ancient rocks.

You may well call the solitude
left where winter has passed among the furrows

divine incompetence or imposture.

(1958)
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Rain

Rain is falling.
Say,
are you acquainted with moving sorrow?

Command, resolve:

in the midst of “trying to be ordinary”

are you acquainted with the sorrow of transparent motion
streaming in the wind

that moves like seaweed, ignoring night,

ever only advancing dawnward?

Say:

are you acquainted with moving sorrow?

Moment killing moment is today.

Today is “religion” killing today.

Today'’s religion is honor dying at the start
like someone’s poem.

Yet, | say,

you should love

the shadow of a rainy day’s heart.
You should love

your head reflected on your wall.
Rain is falling.

Moving sorrow!

Resolving sorrow

reforming sorrow . . .

Present-day suicide,

yet today rain is moving in your stead.
Consider all your countless “religions.”

A sound of hoes ringing above the henhouse,
the animals’ symphony,

a thinker cooling his head as he sleeps

— there is too much motion everywhere.

| say:
rain is the resolve controlling motion,
repose in motion.

| say:
can you still not see anything?



That’'s why rain is falling.

(1958)
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Night

Unclean heart!

Why, night is beating at night’s windows.

You have wasted this night in countless refusals.
You are wasting it now, too.

How pitiful the stars that shine here below.

Love!

In this night made void let us bless those made void.

(1958)
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A Profiteer

There’s language in my breast.
| receive language-training
from profiteers.

They control my arms, control
my food, control my desires.

So | love those thickheads.

With them in mind, | read

Heidegger and love them still.

| have never before known life and language
were so closely connected.

Language is basically a childish thing.

| have become equally childish,

which is why | cannot help but love them.
Ah, profiteer from profiteers,

my other self.

(1959)
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Life

| burst out laughing

on seeing just how many peanuts and mamanuts

were spread on the layers of matting prepared for them
on planks along the dusty alleys of the market.

A rascal bursting out
like love
in a life where everything is tightly controlled .

(How many ages have passed,
the wonders of infancy all forgotten?)

So | go walking on, like some outcast,
with wife and sonny-boy there beside me
as | keep laughing on and on: Ha ha.. . .

Passing around inaction and the high point of life,
then penetrating

into another of life’s narrow alleys,

| think: this is an alley, full of glee.

Life has been loneliness
and sorrow.

| am quietly going mad,
quietly, very quietly . . .

(April 30, 1959)
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Moonlit Night

I've recently made a habit of sleeping early —
no need to wander through night-time streets,
no need to pick up a book for a muddled mind,
since | live in the country and at last,

when I’'m exhausted with constant daydreaming,
I've recently made a habit of sleeping early

on bright moonlit nights.

It's as if | don’t need to dream any more.
Standing at the great midpoint, my thirty-ninth year,

| have resolutely given up dreaming.

To know weariness is a sorrowful thing.
Night, night, weary night!

(May 22, 1959)
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A Ghost

... The letters sparkling here below
speak of freedom from time to time,
yet my soul seems dead.

Old friend,

you surely cannot be pleased

that | am listening to you with meekly bowed head.
It should not please you.

Nothing at all is pleasing:

this twilight, the weeds at the foot of that stone wall,
the color of the green paint on the fence,

that stillness, this stiliness,

your righteousness, our delicacy,

and in this disgraceful suburb

where action arises from death —

yesterday, today, tomorrow, nothing is pleasing.

Sparkling here below,

you speak of freedom from time to time
and yet,

how odd, my soul seems dead.

(1959)
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Ha ... No Shadows

Our enemies are nothing to look at.

Our enemies do not look fierce

like Kirk Douglas or Richard Widmark.

They are not at all fierce villains.

They are even virtuous.

They disguise themselves as democrats.
They term themselves good citizens.

They term themselves the People’s Choice.
They term themselves company employees.
They ride in trams, they ride in cars,

they go into restaurants,

they drink, they laugh, they gossip,

their faces express sympathy, sincerity,
they do their work quickly, say they’re busy,
write texts, keep accounts,

they’re in the countryside, by the seaside,

in Seoul, they take walks,

go to movies,

have charm.

Which means to say that they’re right beside us.

Our battle line is invisible to the eye.

Which makes our combat all that more difficult.

Our battle line is not at Dunkirk, or Normandy, or Yonhui Hill.
Our battle line cannot be found in any atlas.

Sometimes it lies in our homes.

Sometimes it lies in our work-places.

Sometimes it lies in our neighborhoods but

it is invisible.

In appearance our combat follows no burnt-earth strategy
or “Battle at Gun Hill,” neither is it nice to see.

Yet we are all the time fighting.

Morning, noon, and night, as we eat,

as we walk down the street, as we enjoy a chat,

as we do business, as we engage in engineering works,
as we go on journeys, as we weep and as we laugh,

as we eat spring greens,

as we go to the market and sniff the smell of fish,

fully fed, and thirsty,

making love, dozing off, in dreams,

waking up, and waking up, and waking up . . .



as we sit in class, as we go home
as we set our watches to the siren,
as our shoes are shined . . .

our combat knows no rest.

Our combat fills all the space between heaven and earth.
It's democracy’s battle, so it has to be fought democratically.
As there are no shadows in the heavens, likewise
democracy’s battles know no shadows.

Ha ... no shadows.

Ha...justso...
Ha...andyet...
Why, just so indeed . . . that's how itis . . ..

Uhuh...uh...what?
Ah, | see .. .| see, | see.
(April 3, 1960)
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First Tear Down His Photo

First tear down his photo and use it to wipe your arse.
Tear down that dreadful fellow’s photo,

quietly lay it in the sewer

and let’s take our leave of rotten yesterday.

In the spot where that fellow’s statue stood

let’s raise up democracy’s first pillar,

let’s raise up a splendid memorial

to our sacred fallen student martyrs.

Ah, quick, let’s take our leave of rotten yesterday.

Now there’s nothing to be afraid of,

it's all right to set fire to his photo:

the smiling photo of that dreadful fellow,

the very symbol of fraud, of sycophancy, every kind of vice . . .
stuck up in every last nook and cranny of the land,
the photo of that fellow’s so genteel face:

in neighborhood offices and city halls,

in every company office,

in this and that meeting place, and association hall,
to say nothing of bars, diners, shoe shops,

trading offices, gasoline stalls,

bookstores, schools, every primary school in the land,
and in nursery schools;

everywhere honest citizens venerated it,

gazing up at that photo morning and night.

It was truly the shield of oppression and tyranny

the photo of a rotten fellow,

and ah, the photo of a murderer . . .

You and | and sisters and brothers and mothers,

Ch’ol-su and Yong-sik, Mister Kang, Sergeant Yu

and Lieutenant Colonel Kang,

we all knew what the fellow was really like

but put up with it, afraid, playing safe in order to live,
afraid of being dubbed a Red,

finding it useful, in order to earn,

in order to continue our miserable lives,

we venerated that dignified face like our ancestor’s shrine
though we all knew that fellow to the deep of his guts

but from sheer inertia, from force of habit,

always on the hush-hush, not able to say all we wanted to say,
utterly worn out and exhausted,

we would always keep hanging up



that wicked fellow’s photo
and today’s the day it must be firmly torn down.

Let’s use it to wipe our arses with.

Let’'s gravely use the fellow’s photo to wipe our arses with.
Laughing merrily, let’s use it to wipe our arses.

Laughing gaily, let’s use it to kindle our coal briquettes.
The straw’s all wet in the puppy’s kennel?

Let’s spread the fellow’s photo there instead . . .

Democracy’s become a matter of common sense.
Freedom’s become a matter of common sense.
Nobody’s going to scold us.

Nobody’s going to arrest us.

From army barracks, from school inspectors’ houses,

from the homes of public officials and policemen,

from army guard-rooms, from the rooms of division
commanders, of chief information officers,

in this land that has found democracy,

from the offices of teachers in this land

that has found democracy,

from police stations and police boxes after April 19,

from police boxes now friendly to the simple folk,

from the homes of public officials no longer engaged in fraud,
no longer accepting bribes, and from every railway station,
that fellow’s photo must be torn down and destroyed.

First from the places close at hand
in proper order, one by one,

ever so gently

quietly now

smiling away

Yong-suk, Ki-hwan, Ch’on-suk, Chun-yi, Man-yong,
President Kim, Miss Lee,

Chong-sun, young Park, Chong-sik,

silently tear down and destroy that fellow’s photo,

first from places close at hand

in proper order, one by one,

ever so gently

quietly now

smiling away

silently tear down and destroy that fellow’s photo
so wicked, inhuman, it makes you shudder . . .



(At dawn, April 26, 1960)
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A Prayer
A song for the students who died for the nation on April 19, 1960

With the heart of one writing a poem,

with the heart of one picking flowers,

with the heart of one hearing the breath of a sleeping babe.
with the heart of one seeking a sweetheart who died,

with the glad heart of one who lost his way then found it again,
let’s see our newly found revolution through to the end.

Imitating the common laws of nature

by which water flows and moons rise,

since achieving our revolution

was simple to the point of folly,

we must keep it from being hurt, slashed, diverted, soiled
by snake, by caterpillar, rat, or lynx,

by mite, by crocodile, panther, coyote,

by wolf, by hedgehog, fox, eagle, or bug,

then passing beyond this society,

far more perilous than the jungle,

more dizzying than a maelstrom, deeper than the ocean,
society still has its corruptions, injustices, murderers, thieves,
harder to cross than abyss or desert or mountain range

though now we may turn into snakes, into caterpillars,
though now we may turn into rats, or lynx, or mites,
though now we may turn into crocodiles, panthers,
coyotes, or wolves,

though now we may turn into hedgehogs or foxes,
into eagles or bugs,

though we may turn into such dread, filthy creatures,
ah sadly, sadly, now, on that final day

when our revolution is achieved,

though all my sins be hammered home like thorns
into the trillion pores of my sin-filled body;,
still not a single hair of mine will be hurt, so

with the heart of one writing a poem,

with the heart of one picking flowers,

the heart of one hearing the quiet breath of a sleeping babe,
with the heart of one seeking a sweetheart who died,

with the glad heart of one who lost his way then found it again,
let’'s see our newly found revolution through to the end.



(May 18, 1960)



=K
rrt
_O|L
|
filo

FE S AYsts
X7y AR gkl
T2 9std

o= AJQle] T A o
A5 2184

Hlsle] 2 o] Q=
Abgold A

=X g7}

Fols B

.



The Blue Sky

Jealous,

a poet once said that the skylark was free
as it mastered the blue sky;

but that must be modified.

Those who have soared aloft

for the sake of freedom

know

what it is

the skylark sees

that makes it sing;

they know why the smell of blood
must mingle with freedom,

why revolution

is a lonely thing

why revolution
is bound to be a lonely thing.

(June 15, 1960)
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Be Off with You, Away with You

There is no special reason . . .

Just get out, all of you, go on, get out.
Americans, Soviets, get out, don’t delay.
Just as loneliness descends

on a cleanly wiped beer-hall counter,
the counter where money is taken,

So too revolution ends and begins,

and revolution beginning and ending

is like a counter shining bright in the sunset,
money paid and taken,

money paid and taken, paid

and taken.

There is no special reason . . .

Go away, go back to your homes, quite simply go away.
Americans, Soviets, go away, don’t delay.

Americans, Soviets: go away, get out, the only difference
between you two is that between “go away” and “get out.”

In our people’s hearts, unable to write, transparent of speech,
Americans and Soviets are all the same.

Go away, go away.

The way our “April Revolution” ends and begins,

ends and begins, ends and begins

is like wild riverside fields

where Sooty’s grandpa first sows lettuce seed, mallow seed,
chard seed, then pumpkin seed, cabbage seed, turnip seed,
then after pumpkin and cabbage sows spinach seed, leek seed,
twelve months a year shining bright in the sunset,

with not a moment’s rest.

Now here we are in a year with a big glut

of melons and water-melons,

they fetch no better price than baby cucumbers and pumpkins,
they go for a song yet Cleary’s grandpa

with his weepy eye,

quiet with pent-up anger,

says never a bad word

as he listens to the pigeons cooing,

SO go away, go away.

Now, while Cleary’s grandpa is asleep, sprawled on a mat,
go away, go away.
Cleary’s grandpa,



Sooty’s grandpa,

Boony’s grandpa,

the old man at the tubu stall

At the time you occupied Fiji Island

their fathers were still at their mothers’ breasts.

Don’t you feel sorry for Cleary’s grandpa?

Don’t you feel sorry for Sooty’s grandpa?

Don't you feel sorry for the old man at the tubu store?
Go away, go away.

While they’re dozing there,

all unawares,

go away quietly, go on, get out.

Americans, Soviets, not worth a farthing.

Take your chocolate, coffee, petticoats, uniforms,
hand grenades, your automatic rifles,

and as solitude comes,

solitude comes,

silently go away, get out.

Like departing visitors, go away, for good!

(August 4, 1960)
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Remembering That Room

The revolution has failed, I've only moved to another room.
The “Fight, Fight, Fight,” on the walls of the previous room
may still be there in the dark — vain words.

| left every song behind in that room when | moved out.

So now for no clear reason my heart is dry,

as if the walls of that room were my heart and limbs.

The words “Work, Work, Work,”

are still ringing, in vain, in my heart but

| have quite forgotten all the songs, those former songs, too.

The revolution has failed, I've only moved to another room.
| am skilled at finding my wealth in despair’s lightness:
rusty pens, bare bones, madness.

Maybe this lightness is history too,

and I've made that lightness my wealth.

The revolution has failed, I've only moved to another room.
In my mouth, in place of sweet remnants of will,
| find nothing but a bitter savor come alive again

yet though | lose room, and words, and expectations,
lose songs, and even lightness,

I do not know why, but | am glad;
for no reason, my heart is overflowing.
(October 30, 1960)
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Love

Because of you | learned love
unchanging in darkness as in firelight

yet as your face

passing from darkness to firelight,

for a moment vanished and reappeared,
your face seems just that much anxious.

Your face, forked
like lightning
like lightning.

(1961)
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Public Exhortation
A new homecoming after resigning office 2

One final struggle and

one final suit and

one last show of nerves and
one last coffee shop and

the pilgrimage up the lengthy alley and
a hooligan and

a bluff and

an enormous

enormous

enormous

sham and

a colossal

colossal

colossal

colossal

imitation and

that hatred rising higher

than Dobong Mountain and
disgrace and

the childishness that

used only to eye girls’ legs and
countless other miscellaneous distractions
cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

cleanly set aside

changing into farming clothes
then looking at the evening scenery
the ground is all right

the house is all right

the sky is all right

the water is all right

sitting down is all right
standing up is all right

lying down is all right

town and country are all right
country and town are all right
the newspaper is all right
and cool



the bus is all right

and cool

the sewers are all right

and cool

as mother admires

the water flows from the pump, it really is cool
above all

| have really become a poet, | feel cool
at last, really,

| can become a real poet, | feel cool

| do not even have to say | feel cool

it really is cool

this coolness is real

it's freedom.

(June 12, 1961)
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You’re Marvelous, Sister!
A new homecoming after resigning office 7

Sister,

it's either satire or nirvana.

Do you know what that means?

I’'ve seen your big brother’s photo hanging in your room,
for me it’s the photo of my little brother,

yet I've several times shunned his memorial rites.

| used to consider the memorial rites for father,

who died before him, rather ridiculous

and as a result it’'s been ten years since | last examined
that photo closely

and | felt so awkward, | rushed straight out of your room.
Ten years is too short a period to master the wounds
one person has inflicted.

Sister,

it's either satire or nirvana.

It's so for you

it's so for me

it's so for you or me.

A person’s death is an amusing thing.

A person’s death is always unthinkable, unless it's amusing.
The August sky is high and clear.

High, clear things provoke the same amusement.

Sister,

frankly, I fell to my knees before him.

| fell prostrate before him.

Because | usually

fall prostrate before things | don’t know,
venerate unconditionally things | don’t know.
Not only my little brother.

Not only his death.

Not only his disappearance.

Because it is my fortitude

to venerate together all those who think of him,
all those who can think of him, including you.

“You’re marvelous, sister!”

| can speak with a cheery heart.

Standing alone

in this tangled wood on this vast summer day
| can speak to you like a gust of wind.



Like a gust of wind that has passed over every peak,
rash and cool,

fresh from the city, | can say:

“You're marvelous, sister!”

(August 5, 1961)






From Somewhere Far Away

From somewhere far away
to somewhere far away
the body aches again.

From quiet springtime
to quiet springtime

my body aches again.

From woman
to woman

from crab-apple blossom
to crab-apple blossom . . .

unknowingly
my body aches.

(September 30, 1961)
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From a White Sheet of Paper

It is so bright that white paper turns jade, brown paper
turns a color unknown in this world.

Time goes dancing

from one line to the next like a butterfly

and in between

April sunlight is falling.

At this same time every year we mistake

the chirping of chicks

for the sound of rats, their enemies.

It is not time that is the virtue of old age,

that makes the shoulders ache.

Because | forget myself

time drops down and settles

as a dove drops down and settles, choosing the white sand
between stream and stream.

It is not time that is the virtue of headaches,
that makes the head ache.

Because | forget myself

truth drops down and settles

as these March clouds drop down and settle
between sea and sea.

It is so bright that white paper turns pink, and pink turns
the azure of the sky if not some other color.

— Only there was a teacher in primary school

who warned us that blended colors are always black . . .
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A Flannel Jacket

When | pick up my flannel jacket

after a daytime nap, it feels a lot heavier.

That little fellow, a floppy mess more like a beggar’s rags
got soaked in yesterday’s rain.

That little fellow is the emblem of my labor:

the long familiarity of cigarette holder and tobacco shreds
in the cows-eye-sized pouch in my pocket,

the slip of paper in my top pocket or inner pocket

that serves as my account-book

but there is no money.

— Having no money is a matter of long familiarity too.

— Of course, this weight is the weight of having no money.
What else is there in my pockets? A pencil!

A scrap of paper with dead memories,

where memories once were noted

but that was never unfolded for a whole year after that.
The left-hand inner pocket has never had anything in it.
— Perhaps it contains a hope of rest?

— Hope of rest is my long familiar friend too . . .

(April 29, 1963)
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Colossal Roots

| still do not know how to sit properly.

Three of us were having a drink. Two were sitting

with one foot resting on top of the knee, not cross-legged,

while | was sitting in southern style, simply cross-legged.

On such occasions, the other two being from the northern parts,
| adjust my sitting position. After Liberation in ‘45, one poet,

Kim Pyong-wook, used to sit like a Japanese woman,

kneeling as he talked. He was tough; he spent four years
working in an iron company, attending university in Japan.

I am in love with Isabel Bird Bishop. She was the first head

of the Royal Geographical Society to visit Korea, in 1893.
She saw the dramatic scene as Seoul abruptly changed

into a world of women, men vanishing as a curfew gong rang.
A beautiful time: only bearers, eunuchs, foreigners’ servants,
and government officials were allowed to walk the streets.
Then she described how at midnight the women disappeared,
the men emerged, swaggering off to their debaucheries.

She had not seen any country with such a remarkable custom
anywhere else in the world, she said, while Queen Min,

who ruled the country, could never leave her palace . . .

Traditions, no matter how filthy, are good. | pass
Kwanghwamun, recall the mud there used to be by the wall,
remember how women heated cauldrons of lye

and did their washing by In-hwan’s hut in the stream bed,
filled in now, seeing those grim times as a kind of Paradise.
Since encountering Mrs. Bishop, it is not so hard for me

to put up with Korea, rotten country though it is.

Rather, | am awed by it. History, no matter how filthy, is good.
Mud, no matter how filthy, is good.

When | have memories ringing more resonant than a

brass rice-bowl, humanity grows eternal and love likewise.

I am in love with Mrs. Bishop, the progressives and socialists
are sons of bitches, unification and neutrality are all pure shit.
Secrecy, profundity, learning, dignity, conventions, should all

go to the security agency. Oriental colonization companies,
Japanese consulates, Korean civil servants, and ice cream, too,
should all go suck American cocks; but chamber-pots,
head-bands, long pipes, nursery stores, furniture shops,

drug stores, shoe shops, leather stores, pock-marked folk,
one-eyed people, barren women, ignorant folk: all reactions



are good, in order to set foot on this land. — Comparing
the underwater beams of the third Han River bridge
with the huge roots | am putting down in my land,

they are merely the fluff on a moth’s back, compared
with the huge roots | am putting down in my land.

Compared with those huge roots that even | cannot imagine,
suggestive of mammoths in horror movies,

with black boughs unable to entertain magpies or crows . . .

(February 3, 1964)
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The Calls of Geese

The calls of geese

make a girl’s white silk dress flutter even in a night breeze
make rivers flow

make flowers bloom

make laughing faces laugh more

and bring the dead to life.

(March 1964)
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Words

The trees have sunk their roots deeper toward winter.
Now my body is no longer mine. My heart’s

sudden palpitations, its colds and chills, are not mine.
House, wife, son, mother, not one is mine again.
Today, as usual, | work, and worry,

earn money, fight, and do what has to be done next
but henceforth my life has been given over,

my order belongs to the order of death,

everything has turned into the values of death.

It's ludicrous: every distance has become foreshortened,
every question has disappeared.

| find myself with too many words about things

| have to tell everyone,

but people have no ears for my words.

All these unspoken words . . .

they make it hard to deal with my wife,

they make it hard to deal with my kids, hard

to deal with my friends,

everything has got far too hard, my lips remain sealed
and | find myself resorting to dreadful insincerity.

All these unspoken words . . .

tints of heaven, tints of water, tints and words of chance,
most powerless words piercing the walls of death,
words for death, words serving death,

words utterly hating what is simple and honest,

these words of omnipotence,

words of winter, words of spring,

now my words are no longer mine.

(November 16, 1964)
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Despair

As a landscape never reflects upon a landscape,

as mildew never reflects upon mildew,

as summer never reflects upon summer,

as speed never reflects upon speed,

as incompetence and disgrace never reflect upon themselves,
the wind blows from elsewhere,

salvation comes when least expected,

and despair never reflects upon itself.

(August 28, 1965)
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Emerging From an Old Palace One Day

Why do the littlest things make me livid?

Why am | not livid with that palace and its debaucheries,
but livid that | got a lump of fat for a fifty Won beef-rib,
pettily livid, swearing at the pig-like woman

in the sollong-t’ang restaurant, swearing pettily?

Why do | only hate the night-watchmen who come calling
three or four times to collect their twenty Won,

not once fairly and squarely

demanding freedom of expression for an imprisoned
novelist, incapable of exercising that freedom

in opposing the dispatch of forces to Vietham?

My petty traditions, eternal as ever, stretch before me,

a structure of feelings.

For instance, something that happened

in the 14th field hospital in Pusan prison camp:

an intelligence agent, seeing me making sponges

and folding gauze pads with the nurses, mockingly said |
should be assisting the guards; what work was that for a man?
Right there in front of the nurses.

What is upsetting me now is just the same

as that sponge-making, gauze-folding.

Hearing a dog bark and surrendering to its cry.

Surrendering to the clamor of a youth, still wet behind the ears.
Even the falling ginkgo leaves are brambles

| must walk through.

| am standing aside; indeed, | never stand right at the top

but move a bit to one side. Yet | know

that standing a bit to one side

is a slightly cowardly deed!

So here | am, petty and livid.

Livid with the barber, since | can’t be livid with the landlord;
livid with the barber, since | can’t be livid

with officials high or low in the local government offices;
livid with the night-watchmen, for twenty Won, for ten Won,
for one, isn’t it ridiculous? For one single Won.

Tell me, sand: how small am |?
Wind, dust, grass, tell me: how small am I?
Really, now, how small?



(November 4, 1965)






Snow

After snow has fallen, it keeps falling.

After a thought has occurred, it keeps falling.

After a wail, will it keep falling?

After a sudden thought, it keeps falling.

One line passed, two lines passed, will it keep falling?
Will snow fall on ruins, on ruins?

(January 29, 1966)
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Your Face

Your face attained the truth,
yesterday attained the truth,
for yesterday you lost delight.

What thick shoulders beneath that disgusting head:
symbols of falsehood.
Down with the devil of twenty years past!

A heavy bundle in your hand,

you go walking coughing on and on;

your thick coat sequestered back at home,

a thin black coat thrown over your bodice,

phlegm-smeared from when you got drunk three days ago —
or spittle

dribbled after you fought the loan shark.

Die before you regain your senses.

Your face attained the truth.
The face that yesterday attained the truth
is a face that today has forgotten drink.

Out in front of the furniture store,

busy wrapping bookshelves, her lips azalea-red,
the face of the store owner’s wife —

more capable than yours

of adulterous thoughts, a bit more lively;

but die rather than take money,

die before you ever take money.
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Variations on the Theme of Love

Open your lips, Desire, and within

| will discover love. At the city limits

the sound of the fading radio’s chatter

sounds like love while the river flows on,
drowning it, and on the far shore lies

loving darkness while dry trees, beholding March,
prepare love’s buds and the whispers

of those buds rise like mists across yon indigo
mountains

Every time love’s train passes by

the mountains grow like our sorrow and ignore

the lamplight of Seoul like the remnants of food in a pigsty.
Now even brambles, even the long thorny runners

of rambling roses are love.

Why does love’s grove come pushing so impossibly near?
Until we realize that loving is the food of love.

Just as water in a kettle boiling on a stove

nearly spills over but not quite, love’s moderation

is a torrid thing.

Interruption is love, too.

| know nights when love persists

like the green eyes of a cat shining in

death-like darkness, from this room to that,

from grandma’s room to the room of the errand-boy.
And | know the art of producing such love.

The art of opening and closing eyes — the art

of the French Revolution, the art we learned on April 19,
but now we never shout.

Lovely firmness of peach seeds, apricot seeds,

dry persimmon seeds.

Wicked faith of the storm stirred up by silence and love,
the same in Pompeii, New York, and in Seoul.
Compared to the vast city of love | am burying,

greater even than faith,

aren’t you a mere ant?

My son, this is not designed to teach you fanaticism.
Grow up until you come to know love.
Humanity’s final moments,



the day you drink your cup to the dregs,
the day America’s oil dries up:
before you reach such distant times, the words
you will register in your heart are words you will learn
from the city’s fatigue.
You will learn this firm silence.
You will wonder whether
the peach seed is not made of love!
Sometime the day will come
when peach seed and apricot seed
will leap up, maddened by love!
And that will not be the false meditation
of a mistaken hour like your father’s.
(February 2, 1967)
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Petal 1

Who shall | bow to?

To ordinary non-human things,

not too much, just a little,

as little as when maize leaves shake
though no wind blows on the threshing-floor.

The wind’s brow unaware

of having risen, unaware

of the hills it touches, unaware

of joy before it touches holy mountains,
though the little joy it knows become a flower,
it fades a little, then revives,

to a casual eye like life at death’s door,
like a single petal

about to fall after shattering rocks,

like revolution,

like huge rocks already fallen,

like a tiny petal that later fell

like a tiny petal that later fell.

(May 2, 1967)
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Petal 2

Give flowers for our anguish
Give flowers for unexpected events
Give flowers for time unlike before

Give yellow flowers, flowers that have cracked
Give yellow flowers, flowers fading to white
Give yellow flowers, commotion spreading wide

Take yellow flowers to overcome enemies
Take yellow flowers for things not ourselves
Take yellow flowers for sacred chance

Forget the things before you found flowers
So the flowers’ writing does not grow crooked
Forget the things before you found flowers
So the flowers’ noise enters straight in

Forget the things before you found flowers
So the flowers’ writing grows crooked again

Believe what | say: yellow flowers

Believe the invisible writing: yellow flowers
Believe the quaking writing: yellow flowers
Believe all the petals eternally quaking omitted
Disgusting yellow flowers

(May 7, 1967)
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Summer Nights

On days when terrestrial noise flourishes,
heavenly noise glitters bright as well.

So summer is good,

summer nights are even better.

In one corner of the garden vexed by noise

a white cloud of summer roses blossoms late,

a shower passes,

breezes seem to blow

yet then again not to blow; noise flourishes even more.

On days when people treasure others,

on days when noise flourishes still more and remains,
on days when people have loved others,

on days before days when noise flourishes more,

we are always at noise’s second level.

Just as earth’s second level seems like heaven,
nothing can bring the heaven of kindness

so close. Feeling sorry for others

is feeling sorry for myself.

For me and for my son as well.

On days when people love others and keep doing so,

| used to consider there was noise only on earth

but then | realized there was thunder in heaven,

a louder thunder that our ears cannot hear; | realized that
that was there first.

On days when terrestrial noise flourishes,
heavenly thunder glitters bright as well.
As summer nights grow darker,

they grow better, too.

(July 27, 1967)
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Grass

The grass is lying flat.

Fluttering in the east wind that brings rain in its train,
the grass lay flat

and at last it wept.

As the day grew cloudier, it wept even more

and lay flat again.

The grass is lying flat.

It lies flat more quickly than the wind.
It weeps more quickly than the wind.
It rises more quickly than the wind.

The day is cloudy, the grass is lying flat.

It lies low as the ankles

low as the feet.

Though it lies flat later than the wind,

it rises more quickly than the wind

and though it weeps later than the wind,

it laughs more quickly than the wind.

The day is cloudy, the grass’s roots are lying flat.

(May 29, 1968)






