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Ilhwan Lee. (2019). A Review of the English Translations of Korean Poetry. 7he
aim of this critical essay is to review the existing English translations of Korean
poems by prominent Korean poets — Seo Jungju and Ko Un, in this essay —and
suggest my own. Although the existing English translations have been made by
English-speaking scholars, who came to Korea in their youth, and being enamored
of Korean literature, try their best with keen interest in and wide knowledge of
Korean literature to render Korean poems into English, misunderstanding or
insufficient understanding of the poems per se as well as misreading of the Korean
words and expressions are found under scrutiny. In this respect, leaving this task of
translation entirely up to the English-speaking foreigners is to be reconsidered, and
Korean nationals who have the ear and sensibility for poetry should take part in

this task with sincerer responsibility and zeal.
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Peach Blossom, Peach Blossom

I stand at a crossroads, cheeks burning
under a green tree’s cool green shade,
gazing ahead, gazing ahead.

Jeremiah on my nakedness,

rapes on Piro Peak.

Out of the crazed sky
Ophelia’s crazed songs echoing:

sweet foe, a moment of rest

n my pursuit of you.

A cloud shades my slight fever

so I'll flow on, still green, still green,

nd setting with the sun, I’ll come to visit you. ( THro] Z1oTH; 35)
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Blossom, Peach Blossom

At a crossroad under the shade of a green tree
I see in front of my eyes
In front of my reddish face

My naked body with the Book of Jeremiah,
Rapes on top of the Biro Peak.

And I hear out of the mad blue sky
Mad Ophelia’s singing:

You bitch, this small moment of rest

On my way to you.

On a cloud that shades my slight fever
I will flow on and on, green,

And with the setting sun, come to your house.
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From the noon-day hills
Do not behold with your tearful eyes --
his deep sweet trembling of boundless desire
or my lips” blood-moistened kiss tight
against the noon zenith with its raucous laughter --
Ah! How is it to be endured?
The sorrowful all went to Chinese lands,
but I drew honey into my heart
with whining wild bee swarms.

Look, lass, look how beautiful I am!

My complexion the dark tint of bark,

a golden sunblaze crowning my brow,

let’s leap as we dance the dance of my stag
on this flowered mat fragrant with myrrh and musk

into the midst of laughing beasts, of beasts. ( o] Z1oWH; 55)
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On a Hill in Broad Daylight

be like a gazelle or a young stag upon

the mountains of spices — Song of Songs

Don’t look with your tearful eyes --
My lip’s blood-stained kiss stuck to the mid-sky
Of high noon that bursts with laughter

Or this secret and sweet trembling of boundless desire --

Ah, how unrestrainable!
Every sad one went to the land of no return,
but I have taken in to my heart

A swarm of buzzing fiery bees with honey.

My sweet, 1 am so beautiful.

My skin dyed dark with the color of the bark
With the golden sun on my head

On this flowery bed fragrant with myrrh and musk

Let’s hop and dance the dance of my stag.

Into the midst of beasts, beasts of bestial laughter.
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My rooster 11

How is it that I long to drink the blood of one I love?
‘Magdalene in a rock-crystal shrine!’

The rooster’s comb is a flower blooming above its heart;
a cloud floats utterly drenched

yet seems Magdalene’s bouquet of roses.

Wretched fowl, haughtily gazing around! Is the apple

of Creation’s first age clean and clear in your eye?

Having already reached this peak,

how can love be compatible?

132 o] 2

ne
rlot



I’ll slay you on a cross of sunflower stalks.

The murder of my mute silent fowl -

Dressed in Cain’s crimson garb,

I feel how my fingers tremble and shake.

My scalp tingles at the taste of my fowl’s fresh liver;

there, large as a cockscomb, a crest quietly emerges - ( M9Fo] 210, 61)
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The Cock (2)

How is it that I am thirsty of the blood of the one I love?
"Magdalene in a sarcophagus made of mica!"

The comb of the cock is a flower blooming out of its heart
A cloud flows, utterly wet.....

Magdalene’s bouquet of roses.

You cock, haughtily looking around, does the crab apple tree
In the beginning of the creation look clean to your eyes?

Having already reached this peak,

How can love be compatible?

I’ll weave a cross of sunflower stalks
And kill. Kill my silent cock and.....

Wearing Cain’s scarlet stripes,

I now alone feel my ten fingers tremble.

On my cranium gradually burmning from the fresh liver of my beloved
cock

Emerges a comb, secretly, just like a common cockscomb.

3. 1&
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On a woodland road at nightfall

The Evening Star rose earlier than normal; I managed to finish my work.

Our horse had gone smashing through the wind-break

then galloped all over the buckwheat field and messed it up as if he were
scattering a crowd

so I had to go, dragging the horse along with me to make apologies to the
field’s owner.

But doing a bit of wrong is a beautiful, really.

On my way I may meet unexpected sorrows.
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The owner’s house lies up in the hinterland beyond the chestnut grove.
The pale field stands out more clearly once the sun has set!

I do not scold the horse as it trots along behind me,

only murmur in a low voice as we follow the woodland road.

Now we’re nearly there. If you become a bit humbler,

I’ll be your companion in humility, I’ll grow old together.

At the entrance of the chestnut grove, someone seems to come looming up
behind us.

I keep looking back but total darkness is nudging at the horse’s tail.

The nightfall woodland road is full of traces of the field’s owner

so I try to think of all the different things I'll say in response to the owner’s
performance.

We did wrong. Our horse was full of remorse,

he whined for a whole while afterwards.

But the owner who won’t be angry isn’t back yet.

Or rather the owner who who will be angry isn’t back yet.

I stroke his youngest daughter’s hair.

How odd! My apologetic gesture hardens against the child’s head.

Moss will grow on this child’s tongue and she’ll die.

Not able to meet the owner I take my leave.

A smell of rotting greens pursues us until we have left the woodland house
far behind.

My steps keep slipping, the horse’s long face exudes sorrow.

Death exists, how can we ever think of offering it some kind of polite

apologies?

Now back quickly towards the south-west I and my aged horse.

My horse and I, united by work long shared together, have a single heart.
This wasn’t the way we came. My eyes seek wildly

for the path we came by, on the unfamiliar road our hearts shudder grimly.
The horse follows tamely behind me,

imitating the closeness of old Widow Oh.

A stream can be heard murmuring somewhere alone.

The life of a magpie that one day must die is uttering magpie calls like
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starlight.

Sorrow, pain, or sin must stay close to the sound of the stream.

We’re nearly there now.

Apologizing for my fault was not a problem but the little girl will die

I murmur almost inaudibly but at once the horse’s rump droops.

This world’s work is all touched close with death.

The road we follow returning from our journey to apologize, is touched by
smells of trees and earth.

The darkness inside the evening woodlands is returning from the sea’s high
tide.

Look! The owner’s little daughter’s death is out playing hide and seek

taking leave of twilight’s last glimmerings, in all sincerity.

With the digging finished earlier than usual, the day is over now.

We have come a long way down a strange road from the house of the field’s
owner.

Tomorrow’s jobs now fail to come to mind they are the many tributaries of
some great river.

My horse seems to feel that we are standing before a departed soul,

tonight it wants me to stay for while, at least, the two of us together, in its
stable.

The stable is well-kept, the only smell comes from the horse’s belly.

Hurry up! From the house comes a splashing sound. Someone is washing.

(el S 2l 61-67)
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On a Woodland Road in the Evening

The Mizar rose earlier than usual, and I barely managed to finish my work.
As my horse had galloped over the windbreak and messed up

The buckwheat field which looked like being dispersed,

I have to drag it along with me to make an apology to the field’s owner.
But isn’t it a beauty to err once or twice?

Isn’t it that I may encounter unexpected sadness on my way?

The owner’s house is in the backwoods on the other side of the chestnut
grove.

The white buckwheat field becomes more clearly visible after the sunset.

I don’t give a snub to the horse that walks along behind me with its head
drooping low;

When we get on the woodland road, I just murmur in a low voice:

Now we are almost there. If you become a bit humbler,

I'll grow old to be your humble family.

When we enter the chestnut grove, it seems that someone looms up behind us.
I keep looking back, but there is only darkness getting darker that chafes
against the horse’s tail.

The woodland road is filled with the field owner’s traces,

And I try to think of all the things I should say to the owner’s reproach:
We’ve done wrong. My horse got whinnying and repented a lot.

But the owner who won’t be angry isn’t back yet.

No, the owner who will be angry isn’t back yet.

All T did was stroke his youngest daughter’s head.

It’s odd that my apologetic hand got stiff on her head.

It seems very likely that moss will grow on her tongue and she will die soon.
Not able to meet the owner, I left his house.

The smell of rotten vegetables follows us far beyond the woodland house.

I miss my steps more often, and the horse pulls a longer face and shakes off
sadness.

Now that there is a death, how can we make a small apology to the death?
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Before late, 1 have to get back south-west with my old horse.

Having worked together for so long, my horse and I have one heart.

We have hit the wrong road. My eyes roam about restlessly, but my horse
And my mind are perplexed and turned stiff on the unfamiliar road.

My horse follows me, mimicking the widow Oh, who’s on intimate terms with
me.

A brook can be heard murmuring somewhere alone;

The one-time life of a magpie is chirping like a ray of starlight.

Let us leave sorrow, pain or sin, whatever it is, close by the sound of the
brook.

Now we’re almost there. We’re not in a position to apologize for your fault,
for she’ll die soon:

So barely murmur I when my horse lowers its rump.

The way of the world at last touches with death, and our way back from
making apologies also touches with the smell of trees and earth.

Darkness in the evening woods comes back with the ebb of the sea.

As the sunset glimmers with the utmost sincerity to its last,

The owner’s daughter’s death play hide-and-seek a couple of times.

We call it a night, finishing the work of raising the ground earlier than usual.
We’ve come a long way from the house of the owner of the field;

How strange it is! Tomorrow’s affairs turn into many tributaries of a big river
and don’t come up in my mind.

My horse seems to feel that I suddenly stand before some departed spirit,

And it wants me to stay tonight for a while, at least, together in its stable.
The stable being well-kept, the only smell comes from the clean belly of the
horse.

Hurry up. Somebody must be washing in the house.

In the celestial neighborhood above, the Mizar, so closely attached, will rise

and wait.
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No-More’s Mother

Three daughters had already been borm

to No-more parents over in Kalmoi:
Toksuni

Boksuni

Kilsuni.

Then another daughter emerged; once again
the sacred straw stretched across the gate
held bits of charcoal, but no red peppers!
She got the name No-more.

Furious, No-more’s father went drinking;
when he came home, he declared:

A woman that can only have girls

deserves to be kicked out of the house!

He grabbed his wife by the hair,

although she had not yet fully recovered,
and dragged her outside,

smashing down the rotten fence.

Uhuhuh, he cried. A fine sight.

But oh the tasty red-pepper paste

that No-more’s mother makes!

How ever does she do it? Why, people come
from Namwon, and even from Sunchang,
eager to learn her pepper-paste art.

A few of the host of pepper-red dragonflies
that fill the clear late-autumn skies

often come down and perch on the heavy lids

of the bulging pots of red-pepper paste



up on the frugal storage platform

there behind the house;

the local women at the well,

with much smacking of lips, claim

that special pepper paste is made

by No-more’s mother and the red dragonflies,
working in collaboration!

On one such day, Sunchol’s ma came sneaking
into the bamboo-fenced back yard

to scoop out one bowl of the famous paste,
and as she did so, the daughter called Toksuni
happened to be there washing her back.

Struck by the sight of that abundant flesh

she murmured:

My! Sunchol dear, it’s Toksuni here

hat you should marry! A hometown bride!

I never saw such a luscious girl! ( T}e] I 42];  267-269)
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No-More-Daughters

There were three girls in the Kalmoe house
we called "No-more-daughters’s":

Toksun,

Poksun,

and Kilsun;

and this time around another charcoal daughter
-- which explains the family’s god-awful name.
The father came home full of booze anger,
announced he’d throw out this good-for-nothing
woman who had nothing but daughters,
grabbed her by the hair of the head

-- she was still in postpartum care --
knocked down the rotten fence on the way out
and burst into floods of tears. A capital sight!

The other side was that No-more-daughters’s
red-pepper paste was so unbelievably sweet
people came from Namwon and Sunchang
to find out how it was made.

Two or three of the red-pepper dragonflies
that filled the late autumn sky

were wont to sit on the lid of the
red-pepper paste pot on the neat crock stand.
The red-pepper paste was made by the dragonflies
and the girls’ mother together!

Leastwise that’s what the local women

said with a smack of the lips

when they came to draw water.

One day Sunchol’s mum stole

through the bamboo grove to the women’s quarters
to help herself to a bowl of the red-pepper paste.
So flabbergasted was she by the sight of

Toksun washing her luscious body, she cried:



"Sunchol-a, take Toksun to wife,
I never saw such a divinely-fleshed tit in my life." (McCann 187-188)
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No-More-Daughters’s

No-more-daughters’s in Galmoe

Already three daughters

Duksun

Boksun

Gilsun

Now one more daughter with hanging charcoals8)

Hence, this last daughter named No-more-daughter

Drunk with anger, No-more-daughter’s father comes in

And grabs by the hair his wife, yet not well after childbirth,

Yelling that a woman that can only have daughters should be kicked out,
Drags her out of the house and throws down the worn fence

And sinks down on it and cries out loud. What a sight!

However, No-more-daughters’s red-pepper paste is

So unbelievably sweet

That people come from Namwon and even from Sunchang to learn how to
make it

The house has a thrifty and tidy platform filled with crocks

A couple of red dragonflies that fill the late autumn sky

Come down and sit

8) According to the old Korean custom, people made it a rule of hanging in front of the gate a rope
interspersed with charcoals when a girl was bom, with red peppers when a boy was bom. It is a
real irony that No-more-daughter’s mother makes top-of-the-line red-pepper paste.



On the lid of the red-pepper paste crock

Village housewives come to draw water from the well and talk each other,
Smacking their lips, that the red-pepper paste of the house is made

By No-more-daughter’s mother with collaboration from red dragonflies

Then one day Sunchol’s mother sneaks in through the bamboo field in the
backyard

To scoop out a bowl of red-pepper paste

And happens to see the eldest daughter Duksun bathing with her bust naked
Struck by her voluptuousness, says to Sunchol,

Look! Take Duksun to your wife as the hometown bride

I never saw such a buxom broad in my whole life
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