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From: Snow on the Charles River (1979)

Church buried in snow

Everywhere

fields  woods  villages

deep   in snow   buried

alone

white space   soaring erect

dazzling golden   church spire

New England parkland

declining

year

like the Holy   Mother’s face

Fields deep in snow

Everything the snow touched

was buried by it

one vast

sheet of white paper

waiting for a poem

What poem?

Wind   sun

sea   stars   and all

write poems

with clouds   not words

Heart’s hill

My heart flutters in the breeze

a tattered flag

white hair covers my forehead

Is my empty heart weeping this evening?

A breeze passes like a cloud

glides past as darkness

before my backward-looking gaze

one star shines bright

On a snowbound road

The banks of the Charles River lie buried knee-deep

in two days’ snowdrifts

Strange winter is coming to an end again

As I walk down the deserted snowy road

to the rustle of countless snowflakes

my footprints are instantly covered by snow 

My shoulders are warm under fast falling flakes

trees follow the river banks

my heart is drawn onward by the snowy road

At every step faint faces from the past drift before my eyes

hard questions come crowding in succession

transient answers melt away like the snow

On this white snowy road in pale twilight

my heart blazes like a flame

a white wisdom devoid of contours

Night falls on a snowy road in a foreign land

the snowflakes melt on my brow

the white space grows yet more silent

A butterfly’s dream

The butterfly’s my dream

The sky’s waiting for stars

If I open a door

a dark wind blows

snowflakes are boisterous like a foreign language

snow’s voice is incomprehensible, though I listen hard

My heart races along a far-stretching road

not falling though it races on, runs on,

the heart, steps faltering now

in an unfamiliar pane of glass my

unfamiliar reflection

my yet more unfamiliar shadow

This evening no one will be coming to visit me

in this foreign airport’s empty waiting room

Am I waiting for the wind?

am I waiting for death?

Not waking no matter how I claw the air

I’m a butterfly’s dream

Anti-poem

A blue Alkaseltzer wrapper

an aspirin bottle with a few white tablets left

two old toothbrushes

a scrap of used-up soap

in the trashcan a Coca-Cola can

bits of snot-stained tissue

broken rest

torn-up tears

seated on the toilet—
truth, people, wisdom, pain

death and sorrows and also dreams

toilet meditation

Between languages

Could there be

existence

sandwiched

between 

languages?

Could there be

hills and fields

wind and grain

love and sorrow

death and life

outside of language?

Outside

of language

nothing but infinite night—
maybe freedom’s breathing there?

Rondo

Eat digest sleep

eat digest sleep

rustle rest

rustle rest

fret feel weary

fret feel weary

shriek laugh

shriek laugh

fall sick feel better

fall sick feel better

love and multiply

love and multiply

eat sleep grow old

eat sleep grow old

dying turn to dust

dying turn to dust

our birth is chance

our birth is chance

our death is chance

our death is chance

cause and effect turn into chance

cause and effect turn into chance

watered by rain turning into a shoot

watered by rain turning into a shoot

when the wind blows flying off in the wind

when the wind blows flying off in the wind

buried when snow falls

buried when snow falls

that way this

that way this

coming going

coming going

turning round earth and sun

turning round earth and sun

we too after turning round

we too after turning round

Zazen

Briefly I open my eyes

change into a shadow

If I shut my eyes again

the things I saw

are merely things no longer seen

If I keep my eyes shut longer

they’re fragments of Buddha clubbed to death

If I open my eyes again

things heard

are only the sound of a wooden gong awakening ears

If I follow thoughts through

thoughts vanish in dust

if I put an end to thought

What is thought?

is nothing but a thinking thought

if I control myself and sit there

my legs grow numb

and if I still keep it up

there’s only the pain

of knees aching

I briefly open my eyes

then shut them again

banish thoughts only to be pursued by them

the only certain thing

is quiet chaos

shutting eyes then not

opening eyes then not

thinking then not

all there’ll ever be is me

sitting alone in a corner

Things invisible

Of course, things invisible

are invisible

night’s deep

though I live and know

it’s still an unfamiliar spot

I put out the night’s

last light and go to bed

meaning to sleep

If I fall asleep

shall I see

something invisible?

Though I follow and follow

Though I follow and follow

there’s no one I know

though I keep turning round, looking behind me

there’s no voice calling me

Wounds


A poem on the Korean war

A bullet aimed by someone just like him

rusts in the soldier’s breast

and tears of sleet fall

on the hill where they all died

City roofs tilt

from a glass of strong liquor

barbed wire in tatters shakes in the wind

wounds like barbed wire

Over each of those traces

fury comes dropping

like the tip of a sentinel’s sword

If the sky clears

will stars appear, more lovely than flowers?

Still now

those bloody wounds

glare up at the dark sky

and on those breasts

gaping like gun-muzzles

rain falls like tears

From: Dream of a Butterfly (1981)

Skies strewn

Thoughts – nowhere to go –
inside a heart with doors shut tight

heartbreak in waiting

petals of a love

that has no takers

blaze up and crumple inside a dark breast

lonely words

never blooming—
stars

strewn across

a foreign sky’s night

Flying soundlessly away

Like the crowds that take to the streets

on days revolutions occur

boisterous thoughts

turn into smoke on yellow cigarette-butt nights

go drifting away

fallen bodies

shattered skulls

in the clamorous evening city of thought

stained red

wordless

incense burning

shines out like X-rays

as it comforts the corpses

in infinitely deep mirrors’
dark dusks

shouts, prostrate bodies

joy too

and the words of the poems I’ve written

fly soundlessly away—shadows

Shadow

Objects— a desk

for instance

strewn with books, pencils

with letters inside them

the plane tree outside the window

a woman

strolling alone down the street

with a puppy

people

snow

in my mind

trapped

by framing iron bars

like prisoners

like criminals

devoid of freedom

my thoughts

trapped

by the clear outlines

inside objects

so like a breathless

heart, like a suffocating

breath

people

I in my shadow

I

in shade

chained to objects

Empty letterbox

The letterbox is empty

again today

the letterbox is empty

though I open it a third time

I try opening it

one more time

Nightmare

Up the cliff

clutching at the sand with my nails till they bleed

I claw my way up the cliff

A sand dune collapsing

snakes swarming

up the cliff

worms

wriggling

crowding after

I climb on

dangling perilously

all the time hugging the cliff

one slip—an abyss

the sea glimpsed way below
the sea and the cliff, if I fall it’s the end

though I kick myself—trying to wake up

my eyes won’t open

one grain of sand

dangling from the cliff

sleep prevents consciousness

those bastards

follow after bearing machine guns

one step then another step

I do not hide

like a mouse

creeping under the floorboards

and I still do not wake

behind me, the cliff

before me, too

the cliff

dangling from the cliff

if once I fall

my life will end, yet 

I cannot

try as I may, wake

and cold sweat flows

I suffocate

then just at the moment

when life seems about to end
Escape

Beautiful things

only really shine brightly

outside

Feelings may sing

when I am happy

when the heart in the window

not feeling happy

wakes from sleep

when the eyes open

from sleep, not yet awakened

I only wish the sun would shine

as I flounder

entangled in endlessly multiple

cobwebs of meaning

The door of escape by emancipation

closes of itself

so I’m unable to leave my self’s prison bars

though the door is always open

Broken fragments

Sky rent by clouds

stars

scattered over tree branches

clouds and trees and stars

divided from one another

harmony broken

shine bright

being too

floating in

the two infinite voids

covering the sky

suspended

fragmented leftovers

perhaps

insects, trees, hills, people, languages

remains of a plate of kimchi

What shines bright

is infinitely small

infinitely many

useful

smashed fragments of smashed diamonds

disordered

like stars shining bright

No words

About to speak words

thinking a thought

the words once made

about to think

No words to speak, no thoughts

after thinking a thought

thinking then speaking words

speaking words then thinking

since there are no thoughts

since there are no words to speak

thinking words

speaking thoughts

the thoughts once made

about to speak words

since there are no words being spoken

since there are no thoughts being thought

since I’m alive

since I can’t die

since I feel empty

since I feel gloomy

and lonely too

Echo

The wind and

the pain

ringing in the breast, too

the echo of

some immense being devoid of form

such things as these vanish into oblivion

our joy and

our resolve and

our precious

freedom, too

the echo

of some invisible

immense entity

shadows like

nothing but shadows

grasping and battling with 

a shadow

as echo rings loud to echo

confined in some vast principle

devoid of form

invisible and

known to none

Rootless

In the hanging sky

unsupported

on a day all height

a cloud

floating

if it touch the ground

it’s a sandy reach

or pebbles

where it won’t take root

shaken by the two poles of promises, chances,

life and death

linked to two distinct poles

a spider shaking suspended

in a torn spider’s web

like a windswept evening

trembling in the air

shaken by the wind

unable to rejoice

as if awaiting

an empty promise

here and there

in vanishing death

in beginning and in end

rootless

not putting down roots

Fatigue

It’s the second time

even the sense of the words in the hot book

a transparent grain of sand

a silent yawn

The hot afternoon hours

yawn broadly

the wings of the abstract painting

hung on the wall

wither

Freedom with nowhere to go

is lying down indoors

in a dirty yellow

joy

Exhausted eternity

on second thoughts

the delight

of resplendent glory

a wind not blowing

a shadowless stretch

Foreign land

Home too is a foreign land

a foreign land is foreign too

and concord discord

life’s like a shack

death’s a shack too

there’s nowhere to stay

love’s a foreign land too

in the midst of love the hot emptiness

of love being unable to love

craving for a happiness

thirsty for happiness

a far from happy

living happiness

Snowflake words fall

Unfulfilled thoughts

turn to dust

snowflake words fall

and the heart scatters fragments

despite smoothing, compressing

unfulfilled love

turns into tears

each person’s meaning falls like snowflakes

melting, vanishinging from the hands

despite clutching, enduring—
the sense of being

Snow-soaked wound

Snowflakes settle

on a wound.

like fresh snow

tinged with blood

first hot then burning

a wound

tinged with human blood

The red wound

tingles in the snow

then melts in the snow but

does not vanish

love’s wound

life’s wound

Will time cleanse it?

Will the passing of time

obliterate this wound’s aching tears?

A wound soaked 

in love’s tears 

that smash the memory

of this pain

living on

Reflection in the mirror

That’s not me reflected in the mirror.

Things like 

two eyes, one nose, two nostrils, one mouth, one whatsit

squirming flesh

hairless monkey in a zoo

my reflexion in the mirror

name calling out a voice

reflexion imitating

like a monkey

my reflexion

caught in the mirror

odd animal

Clams’ laughter

In response to the clam’s

red temptation, the sea’s

surf wags its tail

while the sandy reach

of the seashore sings

in burning sunlight

a watch is melting like a stick of taffy

time stands still

at the whispering

clams’
evening laughter

the laughter 

of clams

bashful and hot

Sensations

Skin

in the tree’s shade

enjoys the breeze.

The mind

like a broken window but

alone

below the lofty maple tree

but eyes watch clouds

slide across hills

look

then see

A transparent window

exists

Is alive

My mind

is alive

Just as the maple tree

putting down roots somewhere

is alive

as it is alive

putting down roots in the ground

putting down roots

in life

they may not go deep, but . . .

Song of love

What 

love leaves behind

is life’s never vanishing

wound

but it does not hurt

since our bodies are dust

Love’s a tale

like a cloud

that is bound

to disappear

in due course

but it is not sad

since our breaths are wind

Love’s inconvenient

a life dissolving

departing

but it’s not worth weeping

since our heart’s an illusion

Isolated light

All the stars

are opening the windows they adhere to

late at night

I’m unable to sleep.

In the appartment block

across the way

a light is still on

in just one window

in isolation

Is someone else’s 

heart likewise

unable to sleep in there?

All alone

like the stars

Disrespectful children

A row of small children

one leg lifted like dogs

are aiming streams of piss

at a statue of the Virgin Mary

In shame

so pure

one might say sacred

Clear bright sky

The sky is clear and bright

autumn is clear and bright

because there is no reason

for such things to be

A life without reason is blue and

being without reason

flowers smell sweet.

Nirvana

That statue of Buddha

is made of stone

alive

nose, ears

broken hands

Buddha’s ears

like shells

hear the sea’s

generous smile

nose broken

ears sliced off

breast broken

all stone

Buddha smiles

Meaningless meaning

The sky, being

without will

is clear

The hills, being

without words are blue

the flowers, being

without thought

are lovely

simply clear

simply blue

simply lovely

humans, having thoughts,

are dark

having thoughts

are noisy

Love, having

meaning,

hurts

Hymn to a pine

The pine

the high, straight pine

is simply green

alone

always remaining in one place

lonely, never weeps

is simply green

The pine

the lofty hundred-year-old pine

is simply fresh

is not bent

despite its age

is simply fresh

The pine

by a path through the forest

is simply dignified

without reason

not asking for reasons

is simply dignified.

One Christmas Eve

Night is falling

snow is falling

No-one is coming

only snow is falling

From : Shadows of Things Unseen (1987)

Nameless grave

My grave bears no name

I become the flesh of insects

the color of weeds

the scent of wild flowers

My grave becomes mere earth

my grave becomes nothing

and inside my grave

ephemeral insects sing—
a sound of insects weeping

Shadows of things unseen

Something

voiceless

the river of meaning

flows pale

brightly shining dark

bright night

the wind of being

blowing old tales

things

unseen

nothing but broken shadows

waver dimly

the meaning 

of things seen

unknowable, old-seeming

Eyes and ears

Mountain is mountain

river is river

the river seen cannot be seen

the river heard cannot be heard

what is seen is only shadow

what is heard is only echo

seeing beyond the mountain what cannot be seen

with unseeing eyes

hearing in the river what cannot be heard

with unhearing ears

mountain is not mountain

river is not river

a village where a church can be seen

a countryside where a bell can be heard

in some infinitely remote place

in some immensely profound place

something seen

a sound heard

Tombstone

Tombstone

nameplate with no address

Covered with a quilt of earth

under the sky-roof

with insects together

The address of that house

universe with no numbers

Once the bones have turned to earth

and the tombstone to sand

things abolished and things remaining

will all be one and the same

Fallen leaves

Afternoon

drizzle cleared

riverside path

in my heart dead leaves

fall

The fallen leaves

trodden beneath my soggy shoes

recall last spring’s memories

whisper

tales of just ended summer

Why I can’t be happy

The European villages the train weaves through

are prettier than a postcard

The newspaper articles I read riding the train

are more dreadful than Hell

People are starving to death in the deserts of Ethiopia

The children’s bones like prison bars

set off bombs of wrath. Dead guerillas

students risk their lives at the head of demonstrations

Even if I can be happy, I can’t be happy

Surrounded by Europe’s merry tourists

I have no right to be happy

Silent void

Snow rises to the knees

boundless in all directions

endlessly deep

expanse of silent void

the insects must be hibernating

under the ground

but are the birds greeting

the snow somewhere?

One footprint of an animal

that vanished into the forest.

One sleepless night

One sleepless night

I hear insects

weeping deep inside a tomb

One sleepless night

I see hidden shadows

of stars murmuring at a window

Shadow

Things caught are only foam

After catching and wiping away the foam,

I rush in pursuit, stand hesitant

Foam removed, removed yet still not removed

shadow not caught though pursued, pursued

I rush in pursuit

Both hands stretched out

intent on catching what is not yet caught

A shadow pursuing

intent on catching a shadow

Immense One

The husk of things

that the eyes can see

deep beings 

can see

only when they shut their eyes

in

the mirror of the deep heart

The numberless essences

of numberless appearances

living

before language

pure and

abundant

going beyond

death and

earth and

silence and darkness

our knowing

a husk

our living

a fantom

after death

one more life

after one more life

one more death

without words meaning is deep

all things living

soundless, deep

everything is alive

an immense One

being and not being

together

Mount Auburn Cemetery

Mount Auburn Cemetery

is larger than a park

lovelier than a garden

On its sloping lawns

the gravestones

standing in lines

bear names

they rest there

one hundred years

two hundred years

three hundred years

People who once lived here

in Cambridge

New England

Having been a foreign resident for thirty years

when I wander through the cemetery

I think of my death

I think of my grave

I think of my final abode

Will I lie buried peacefully

in this beautiful cemetery?

But I’m a visitor

even after thirty years’ I am only a foreign resident

so maybe

Mount Auburn Cemetery

is other people’s home

Shabby as it may be, my home

poor though it may be, my land

will I be buried in a Chungcheong Province valley?

Lined up beside mother and father

will I turn into my poor land’s earth?

Will my bones

turn into that parched land’s roots?

Cologne Cathedral

This is a mountain

a rocky mountain

Before its sublime majesty

simply a reverent heart

For eight hundred endless years

the voice of a red-hot chorus singing 

the praises of God

Gathering, one by one, eighty million bricks

of faith to erect

a sanctuary of faith

Eight hundred million hands 

joined in constant prayer

rising heavenward

The names of the people of ancient times may vanish

and though things invisible may be invisible

this is eternal

a tower of victory conquering error, false though it be

The ruins of Rome

Crowned Caesars are not to be seen

Their shadows are not to be seen

Slaves, too, do not strike the eye

The soldiers of the Roman empire, carrying spears 

as they stand guard, are not to be seen

Where can they all have gone?

All that remains of the city of Rome

from two thousand years ago

are a few marble pillars

fallen stone walls

The ancient capital

of the Roman empire that conquered the world

the city they once believed eternal

The sense, the meaning

of history, of conquest, of empire, and of suffering endured for them

that significance

meaninglessness of meaning

meaning of meaninglessness

the meaning of broken stone fragments

seemingly seen, seemingly unseen

not to be seen yet seemingly seen

ruins beautiful though their meaning’s unknown

remains magnificent though futile

Pilgrimage to cemeteries

Transformed into stone in Montparnasse cemetery

Sartre

even the tombstone is crumbling

that marks Baudeliare’s remains

though Paris is splendid as ever

On the outskirts of Prague

a visit to a Jewish cemetery

wishing to spend a moment

standing before

the weed-covered stone ‘Doktor Franz Kafka’
The metaphysical philosopher Hegel who survives as a stone

the communist writer Brecht who remains only as a stone

lying in an untidy cemetery in East Berlin

No burial place even after death

Stones

standing touching like in a slum

In another Parisian cenetery, Père Lachaise
Chopin’s tombstone is crumbling away

The stone of La Fontaine who wrote fables has fallen

Stone crumbles

the names written on the stones fade

and there one flower . . . 

Chartres Cathedral glimpsed from a train

Everything

a single, horizontal

line

the upper half a blue sky

the lower half yellow cornfields

In the center

a soaring, gray stone cathedral

one line

one link

Meeting

of heaven and earth’s

here and there’s

sacred and profane.

From: Echoes of the Void (1989)

Stars’ rumor

Not so, they said

Just so, they said

Suspicious, they said

Don’t know, they said

The rumor was roaming

The rumor from distant caves

that had once shared talk with wild animals

could be heard far and wide

There was the stars’ rumor

the rumor the stars came borne on

There was a rumor twinkling like the stars

a rumor incomprehensible like the stars’ conversation

Public cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts

Lush lawn in the shadow of a church

three hundred year old graves

tombstones thin as sheets of paper

crowded close like nameplates

Their owners, no bone remaining below

have become grass

become flowers, welcoming spring

become insects crawling out

Gravestones

Wet with rain

covered with snow

worn by time

rotting in the wind

These gravestones, illegible now

your names, no knowing

what your names are

What are they doing here?

The gravestones remain alone

stand welcoming the night rain

The pain of writing poetry

Mountain is mountain, water is water

mountain is not mountain, water is not water

human is human, dog is dog

between human and dog there is no difference

the indestructible distance between mountain and water

the ineradicable difference between human and dog

Since mountain is mountain, poets labor

Since human is not human, poems fail to get written

Probably a poem lies in the middle, neither mountain nor water

probably a poem’s language, a language neither human nor dog

lies at no distance

Human and water mingle

Human and dog become one

Before Mother’s grave

An atheist

I’ve come because I want to see you

I’ve come to talk with you

Mother

our mother of so many hardships

your youngest son

white-haired already

has come to visit you

I stroke the grass instead of your skirt

instead of your voice

I listen to the sound of birds chattering

Mother

I’ve come to visit you

Already night is falling

Your atheistic son

has come to pay a visit to your soul

at your grave.

Little nightmare

I thought I was emerging from the alley at last

but it proved to be a cul-de-sac

so I turned on my heels, and suddenly there was a dizzying

precipice

I never once wanted to be happy

I just wanted to be sincere

like skin and bones

I am dreaming life’s unending nightmare

like nothing so much as a snare, on and on though I go

like a marshy ditch I fall back into

if I ever emerge

Too frightening

There’s something we really ought to find out

Though we all know it already

But nobody says they know

Everyone just talks of other things

It being too important

The answer being too frightening

Conversation with a puppy

A puppy and I were

gazing at each other

We each found the other quite weird

We each found the other quite similar

We each felt ashamed

Destination

Could I go somewhere near sometime?

It’s too far away

Or else

it’s the boundless void

Echo

The sun sets

Hills and plains

city and village

I and you

all a vanishing shadow

All the events

of history

all things big and small

without distinction

a shadow

here then gone

the shade of an invisible something-or-other

and below

a sound of children laughing

a sound of old folk groaning

a clamor yelling revolution

voices raised in dense philosophical debate

the scattered sense of something-or-other’s

invisible echo

resounding after smashing into some vast, high wall

the sound of an echo

one bright still evening

Bird and gravestone

One mountain bird sings

Whose might this crumbling grave be?

On the fallen gravestone

a mountain bird sings

An autumn evening, dead leaves flying

There

If anyone goes there, is there something to wait for?

Might there be a road?

Might there be a little lane

like a meadow path?

And if one goes there, will one be alone?

Surely, nobody at all is waiting

there?

Hunting in snow

Over fields

already covered knee-deep in snow

heavy snow flakes still continue to fall

fields in heavy snow

at sunset

One deer flees, leaping a stream

sound of hunters’ guns

the deer falls

red blood stains

white snow

Flocks of wild geese

in the evening sky

fly gracefully

in v-formation

toward the setting sun

Principles of nature

The fly eats the maggot

the locust swallows the fly

the locust goes live into the frog’s stomach

and dissolves

the snake labors to swallow the large frog

the eagle eats the snake

the tiger rips and devours the fox

Women parade about wrapped in tigers’ skins.

Women in the ground become insects’ food

Then from the ground

plants grow

flowers bloom

flowers fall

buried in snow they die

New world

I am a broken computer

a junkyard

expanding daily

in the midst of green fields

and what rusty racket

is this?

Stars of language

The countless words

in books

gleam with truth

like stars scattered countless

in the dark sky

the gleaming stars are

uniformly

lumps of earth.

One life

My existence, my pains, my joys

all taken together

just one kind

of genetic

episode

Organisms and stones

just one kind of substance

substance and mind

linked form an existence

The history

between the world and space

just one kind of particle’s

incomprehensible

meaningless

episode

The meaninglessness of meaninglessnes 

just one kind of meaninglessness’s

immense meaning

just one life

Ethiopian children

Eyes bigger than those of a dried octopus

breasts more haggard than the bones of a gazelle

left behind after being devoured by eagles

arms and legs like octopus tentacles

lying where they fell in the desert, starving to death

Ethiopian children

They accuse heaven

Accusing humanity

cursing civilization

while we are all hypocrites

The stars’ story

With words hard as modern poetry

what can the stars’ story be?

Pursuing twinkling meaning

seeking shining sense

I set off like a shooting star

vanish into infinity’s deep space

Wanting to know the meaning of the cosmos’s language

the sense of that remote beginning

wanting to read the stars’ hidden message

wanting to hear the story the stars transmit
A foreign land

I live in another’s house

I’m wearing another’s clothes

I’m using another’s words

I’m thinking another’s thoughts

I’m feeling another’s feelings

I’m in another’s country

I’m living another’s life

Poetic words

Tangled

piercing

like barbed wire

poetic words

inflict nothing but pain

while on the meanings

scratched, pierced

blood pools thick

Alienated beings in agony

poetic words

pierced when language is read

and the truth grasped

breaking when cut

seek the meaning beyond meaning

that is no meaning

Squirrel, seagulls, and I on a New England shore

One squirrel and

a host of gathering seagulls

compete to eat the scraps of bread

I am carrying

Stretching toward the North Pole

the Atlantic shore

in Maine’s Arcadia National Park

A lonely house dreaming

Dense woodland 

revealing a stone wall

a valley revealing a lake

an isolated house

a wood-built New England house

I want to live alone

I want to think alone

I want to be absorbed

in really deep contemplation

Like a lonely house

With birds and

roe deer

and insects

and alone

I want to exist thoroughly

Star debris

Night sky

Meanings torn to shreds

thoughts scattering in every direction

words dispersed

destroy the order of the night sky

glittering like broken bits of bone

Strewn like debris

the stars’ stories

echo in the void

Insects keep breeding

animals keep copulating

people keep dying

they’ll keep being born and increasing, too

On the Earth that goes

floating off through endless space-time

philosophers keep thinking, cogitating,

others keep suffering and writing poems

meaningless thoughts

meaningless words

The meaning of meaning, light of being

in the night sky above the dark abyss of being

like stars’ debris the light of meaning glitters

Night sky of being.

Writing poems without meaning

Sham-seeming life

gauze-mask-like thoughts

is there no removing the mask from consciouness?

Disposing words without meaning

Writing poems without meaning

Writing poems like scraps of debris

scraps of shattering consciousness

The order of the stars

Stars

nucleii

their order

identically beautiful

the infinite disorder

of meanings and senses

with the disorder of existence and 

human solitude and clamor and

the endles void

meaning’s abundant disorder

From: The Fury of Elephants Raised as Orphans
The Fury of Elephants Raised as Orphans

Indian poachers, intent on earning money by selling ivory, killed the mother elephants. Africa’s poor people, intent on making fields, invaded the forests where elephants lived, felled the trees, turned the forest into fields, so the elephants lost their habitat.

Baby orphan elephants that had already lost their fathers emerged from the forest and headed for the villages in search of food. Charging into rural villages, they foraged and ate everything they saw, rammed and smashed with their long, strong trunks everything they encountered. The baby elephants that had lost mother and father were full of fury, resentment and a thirst for revenge toward the local population.

The baby elephants full of fury took things, animals, houses, edible things, inedible things, even their keepers, tossed them high into the air, then when they fell back to earth trampled them to death with their rock-like feet. It seems it’s because they have grown up without their parents’ warm-hearted protection, because of psychological wounds from having grown up without their father’s and mother’s home education. Just like people.

Intent on living well, or simply to survive, we kill elephants. Hearing rumors that they’re good for stamina, people hunt rhinos, People indulge in animal-killing sports for fun. By killing living things they feel life’s delight. People suffer mental sickness, orphan elephants fury.

Shoot the poachers who shoot elephants and rhinos!

Hunt the hunters who hunt for fun!

In the name of life, in the name of humanity!

 

That’s Nothing, Since it’s Nothing

It’s a passing breeze,

it’s nothing, and since it’s nothing

everything’s a mess.

Hearts

families

neighborhoods

nations

the world

the globe

the Milky Way

even the universe

It’s dust that like a speck drifting off and vanishing can never be caught

it’s nothing, and since it’s nothing

everything’s a shouting match.

Genes

hearts

lives

living organisms

souls

even black holes

It’s an abruptly appearing vague hallucination

and since it’s nothing

everyone together raises hell.

Intent on earning more money

intent on seizing more power

intent on fighting more

intent on winning more

intent on having more

even intent on living longer

It’s a butterfly’s dream, meaningless on waking,

it’s nothing, and since it’s nothing

it’s an outcry.

Intent on seeing more

intent on learning more

intent on knowing more

intent on leaving a greater name

intent on being less futile

intent on making a meaning that does not exist.

Life

Emerging soundlessly from under the snow,

crocus buds.

Crawling stealthily out of the frozen ground,

nameless little bugs.

Trembling inside the heart of my heart,

wordless, a silent sound of words.

 

Things Everlasting

Roaming through infinitely vast space,

the universe’s solitude.

Unheard

in the everlasting vortex,

the silence of being.

Crying out in the immensely 

deep darkness, the meaning 

of the meaninglessness

of being and non-being.

 

Snowscape

Without pause snow falls

and all that can be heard is deep silence

all that can be seen is white meditation.

This afternoon as the snow drifts high without pause,

the whole world has become a Zen room,

eyes closed, the cosmos is sunk in Zazen.

The silently falling snow is great enlightenment,

the thick snowscape the universe’s deep nirvana,

the snow piled white the pure heart of being.

 

What Am I Really Hoping For?

Hitherto, what

have I really been hoping for?

No matter how I look back and seek,

I do not know.

I was simply living.

What am I really hoping for now?

No matter how hard I think, I do not know.

Still I am simply living without knowing.

Henceforth, what do I really have to do?

No matter how hard I search,

I can see no answer.

Now I am white-haired, I live on,

simply writing poems that even I do not understand.

 

My Meditation

Having sought the void

I recline in its shadow.

Having listened to silence

I stop thinking.

Having sought meaning

I erase language.

 

My Wish

I am still far from knowing for sure

but I long to be empty.

I am still from certain

but I long to be perfectly empty.

I want to rid myself of everything.

For the life of me, I do not really know

but I long to know,

I long to know what I really want.
By still ridding myself of something,

I want to write a fresh poem.

Epilogue

The following text is a translation of the last portion of an essay by Ynhui Park originally published in French in the Nouvelle Revue Française of June, 1967, under the title ‘N’écoutez pas la voix d’un cochon.’ 
Man

Man? I understand him so poorly, I do not understand him at all. This miraculous beast, regarding whom, alas, my vision remains dark!

This thinking beast, who has been working for countless ages, has been thinking since the beginning of the world, and does not yet know who he is, where he came from, where he is going! Poor cogitating animal! I know he is the cruelest and most savage beast; I know he hides the most atrocious instincts within his skin so soft and smooth. I have seen his wars and battles, his avarice, his most ardent, most unsatisfied sexual desires. I also know his desire to go further, until he is lost, to shake himself, to shake nature and other people until he is lost and the others, too. He seeks infinity like a madman, he longs to reach it, like a fool. And he advances towards his end, toward his death, often trembling but also rushing toward it. Man is a wish for death. I have seen his corpses, his bones, I have seen his flesh eaten by insects, his skin rotting, stinking. I have witnessed the agony of these beasts, their cries. But he continues to eat, to work, to love, to give birth to children without knowing why, without knowing what he is doing. I have often watched, from my childhood until now, astonished and almost sickened, as these men greedily put into their mouths chickens and other meat, and chew with an air of delight on the lives they have killed. In restaurants, in canteens, these human swarms make me think of silkworms, of massed reptiles that eat mulberry leaves and squirm endlessly. Horror! I have seen men lusting for the blood of others, who killed, massacred others in a sort of exaltation, in a kind of ecstasy! What does all that mean? They know nothing, and I too know nothing, absolutely nothing.

I watched, aged eight, as they buried one of my uncles, who had died at the age of twenty-three, in a grave dug in the ground, wet, heavy and cold; watched as the corpse, stiff and speechless, like a piece of rotten wood, was covered with mud using shovels, rejecting him, leaving him alone in the ground in the mountains. And I saw his young wife crying until the end of the world in madness, in a state of utter despair, this fragile beast that would sooner or later go under the ground like him. I saw the others, who had just buried a man, eat and drink heartily, and continue to live on for I know not how many years.

Death interests me; the dead, their corpses, never leave me indifferent. On the morning of the communist occupation of Seoul I saw the skulls, half crushed, of two police officers, from which the brains were emerging like some terrible liquid. I observed as closely as I could, while I passed them, avoiding the communists who were watching out for me, completely naked corpses riddled with gunshots, stinking up to three hundred yards around, piled in a corner of the yard of a university hospital. I enjoyed stroking and touching the bones of my grandfather when they were being transferred to another place, the grandfather who taught me literature, poetry, who knew so many things, stories from history, who knew so many poems by heart, who was so handsome, so sweet, so noble! I know that the crematorium at Auschwitz was no fairy tale. The dead haunt me, interest me, intrigue me. This skin that I wash every morning to keep it clean, this body I feed three times a day, these eyes with which I enjoy looking, seeing the light, this mouth with which I express myself, these hands with which I enjoy writing poetry, all, sooner or later, maybe tonight, will begin to rot, to disappear, to be banquets for insects, before melting away into mud. Everyone knows that, too. It is as trite as daylight, but it is curious, the most curious thing of all, the most incomprehensible. Everyone will die. Life is a wish for death, man is a desire to destroy others and himself.

Why is there no answer? Why are the world and God silent before this question? Nobody knows anything, everyone repeats the same question: What is life? Does it have meaning or not? And everyone, despite their total ignorance, absolutely everyone continues to give birth to children who will repeat the same things. 'Thinking' man is not quite true; he has a little sense of logic, but his life very largely lies outside of logic. If he does not yet know whether human life is worth living, how can he give birth to children? To vex them, and so take revenge for his own vexations? Mankind, you are surely lost! Suspended in a state of vertigo in time and space, you are like the naked, miserable and pitiful body of Christ on the Cross, in endless night.

Men are mortal. Is Man equally mortal? Do not people say in effect: me, then my family, my race, History, and finally Humanity? Everything happens as if, although each person thinks only of his own ego, his own individual life, humanity learned throughout history like an individual during his short, terribly ephemeral life. If everyone without knowing anything about the ultimate question: Does life have a meaning, it is worth living? gives birth to offspring in every corner of the world, under any kind of conditions, it is because he knows, without knowing exactly, that men serve humanity as my eyes, my heart, etc. continue to agitate themselves in My Favor, in My Service. But how much farther, how much longer will humanity live? Until eternity? Eternity does not mean anything, because we do not know what it is, because it is merely an incomprehensible word. But alas, or perhaps fortunately, I believe that humanity will tire of going on existing and will perish in the long run or commit suicide, just as an individual grows weary, ages and finally dies sooner or later. A dark vision of man! But may he wear himself out as slowly as possible!

If my vision of man is so dark, the vision that I have of nature is dark too. Maybe I am morose by temperament. Nature strikes me on the whole as ugly, sometimes disgusting, often untidy with its mountains, seas, messy with its mud and dust. Countless plants and animals swarm and crawl there. There, everything is movement without any clear and precise goal, everything is appearance and decay. The most beautiful flower wilts and rots, the most graceful bird is destined to die, the most beautiful girl also cries, agonizes and falls sick before she rots away. Countless insects and reptiles disgust and horrify me even if I only watch them for a moment. Why so much rain when sun is required, why so much desert where trees should be, beautiful trees like cedars? Swamps, stinking water, plants and animals fermenting, a slimy world: that kind of nature is as imperfect and disgusting as man.

And yet, still, despite all this, nature and man continue to fascinate me, as one of the most extraordinary of wonders. Sunrise and sunset, or the moon passing through clouds, forever fill me with wonder. A mere glance from a girl or any man or beast fascinates me by its miracle: I really do not understand it. There is not a flower, not a single thing that leaves me indifferent. When they are viewed properly, when we know how to appreciate them, all things are wonders, miracles. A bud that grows on a wet, almost rotten tree trunk, a pale fragile weed shaking the black earth, the whiskers of a sheep, the long ears of a donkey, a horse's nostrils, the tiny eyes of a pig with its thin tail, all the shapes, all the colors, all the movements, all the births and abolitions, all absolutely make me admire the Creation, this nature that is mysterious, that is all wonder and miracles. The more I contemplate them, the more I feel like an idiot for I cannot help marveling, dazzled like when I was very small, and I find myself in a state of ridiculous, ineffable amazement. I love nature, I adore all the things that exist, visible, that we can hear, or touch. How wonderful this nature is in all its simplicity, yet impenetrable in condition! How could I disappear before sampling the delights of the world, before I marvel at and adore all these creatures until they are complete exhausted? We must live on, we must go on living to the very end, until eternity, until the end of the world!

The ticking of every second on my watch as I type here and now scares me, the passing of time terrifies me because I know that every second wears me down, makes my dreams illusory and devours me body and soul, urging me on ultimately to the final, irreparable disappearance.

Yes, I have dreamed, dreamed a lot; I still dream, I think. But what did I dream of? Of glory, honor, nobility, in a word, what is called value, without knowing what it is, yes, of the meaning of my life, of real life. I madly needed to do something that would justify my life, the dignity of my existence, in short, of man. At least I longed to understand everything for myself, to explain everything, I wanted to be poet, writer, philosopher, I longed to make everything clear, definitively clear, to everyone, to the whole of History, even future history. But I think my fate was mocking me. My birth, my society, my age seemed to despise me. I wanted to shake off the heavy weight of Destiny, I wanted to confront it. I gave up for the time being the concrete, Seoul, Korea, my mother, my little nephews that I loved so much; I chose words, to be reborn at the Sorbonne. But at this very moment, I am afraid: might I not have taken a wrong turning, and in that case, might I not be damned for all eternity, damned in Hell, and who knows if it exists or not?

I am ugly from birth, stupid, angry, vile of soul, greedy for everything, though thin as a rake; I'm a pig, a real pig.

What do I have left now, what can I do now?

Basically, in its entirety, for me, everything is black, dark, somber, I know neither the world, nor man, nor myself. But I am aware that there is something, although it is extremely fragile, that is a light: a grain of reason that lights up, shines in my head, in my soul like a candle trembling in the wind in a night-time forest which guides the faltering, cautious steps of a brave young prince in search of a lost princess.

I have no other means, no other sources but this candle, very small, but bright and burning, to continue to live, walk and breathe. I still have to leave here, go somewhere else, I do not know exactly where, but my humble candle can guide my weary steps, clumsy, yet still determined to go ever further.
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