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Foreword


The challenges confronting anyone wishing to translate Manhae’s poetry are daunting. He is very highly regarded in Korea, both as a poet and Buddhist leader, as well as for his active involvement in the Korean national independence movement during the Japanese colonial occupation. Each year, an annual symposium on his life’s work, his poetry, and his Buddhist thought and writing is held in Korea, formerly at Paekdam Temple, and more recently at a new study center, the Manhae Village, constructed in his honor and memory. A major Korean and international award ceremony is held annually in his honor, with awards for Buddhist practice, arts and sciences, literature, and world peace. He is truly an iconic figure.


Manhae left only one published collection of poems, the book we have now in Francisca Cho’s remarkable translation. Beyond the imposing figure of Manhae himself, the poems present their own formidable challenges. First, the title of the book and the title poem: Nim ŭi ch’immuk. Ch’immuk is not the difficulty: “silence.” But the word nim is itself a formidable challenge, a microcosm of Manhae himself. It has been translated here as “love,” or “the lover,” or “the beloved”—and even once, in a sort of formal gesture, left untranslated. Francisca Cho explores the various options, including the range of meanings associated with the word: “nim can signify not only a ‘lover’ in the romantic and erotic sense but also anyone or anything that is held in loving esteem—one’s political sovereign, parent, teacher; one’s country, humanity, God.” How to decide? She chooses to take the definition from Manhae’s own preface to the poems, in which he defines nim as “not only a human lover but everything yearned for.” “That’s it exactly!” one wants to shout. The Gordian knot is cut with that one brilliant stroke.


The second and even more daunting question is what to make of Manhae’s poems, and in particular, the long rhythmical lines that seem to sweep forward with an almost Biblical cadence in some places, while in others breaking apart into brief, almost conversational phrases. Manhae was not writing poetry like anyone else in Korea at the time. There had been some translations of poets such as Mallarmé, Verlaine, Yeats and poets like Sowŏl, Kim Chôngsik, who adapted traditional Korean folksong forms and figures; but the long, extending line of Manhae’s poems, and their mix of the philosophical, mystical, religious, and sensual were uniquely distinctive.


Cho pays high accord to three previous translations, then observes of her own only that she has “aimed for a translation that is faithful both in content and style.” She has indeed accomplished both. Manhae did not falter over his lines, and neither does this translator. As I first read through the poems, watching out for infelicities (as one does), I found only a steady, sure control of line and line break, the truest and deepest form of fidelity to Manhae’s confident original.


Finally, a word of appreciation for the detailed notes on the poems, and the excellent account of Manhae, his life and his religious thought. One or the other of these can be found in a variety of Korean materials, but nowhere exists a more balanced and clear account. So in this book we find Manhae, his life, work, and thought, in addition to the splendid translations of his poems, for all of which I for one wish simply to thank Francisca Cho. She has provided the definitive English language translation of Manhae’s remarkable poems. For readers who will come to this book by a variety of pathways, let me add only: a wonderful voyage awaits you.


David R. McCann


DAVID R. MCCANN, recipient of the the Manhae Prize for Arts and Sciences in 2004, is the Korea Foundation Professor of Korean Literature and Director of the Korea Institute at Harvard University.




Translator’s Preface


MANHAE (1879–1944) was a Korean Buddhist monk and a cultural hero who fought for the survival of Korean Buddhism in an age of abrupt modernization and colonial domination. He worked for the educational and institutional reform of Buddhist monasticism and translated Buddhist teachings in a way that was accessible and relevant to ordinary people. His dominant role in the creation of the March 1, 1919, Declaration of Independence from Japanese colonial rule, which earned him a significant place in modern Korean history, indicates the degree to which Manhae’s Buddhism was socially engaged. The underlying purpose of his political as well as his religious activities was to aid in the liberation of all beings.


The same can be said of Manhae in his capacity as a poet, which is emerging as his most enduring persona. Presently, Manhae is best remembered for the collection of poetry presented here, Nim ŭi ch’immuk, or “The Silence of Everything Yearned For.” This volume of poetry presents itself as love poems, but its multilayered senses have spurred readers to a number of allegorical insights as well. While some poems are exquisitely pure in sentiment, others are quite complex, suggesting an array of poetic voices and referents. Some poems are written in a man’s voice, others in a woman’s, for example. In using the female voice, Manhae employs a traditional poetic practice that abstracts from his personal experiences, but which nevertheless allows for a most direct and ardent form of expression—that of a woman longing for her lover.


The question of how to read and interpret Silence has been the subject of scholarly and cultural debate ever since its publication in 1926. Some of the poems exhibit a clear historical and national consciousness, lending support to the Korean habit of assuming that Manhae’s “beloved” is none other than his country of Korea, then lost to Japanese rule. Others have chosen to see in the poems an implicit reference to Buddhist enlightenment as the object of desire. Still others speculate on the possibility of a woman in Manhae’s life during the time of composition.


In the essay at the end of this volume, I discuss the historical context of Manhae’s poetry and give an account of his life. The primary objective of this translation, however, is to offer the reader an intrinsically enjoyable literary experience—a goal that I believe is faithful to Manhae’s intentions. For all of his social and political commitments, Manhae’s Buddhist sensibility emphasizes what is immediately present to the senses. The language, imagery, and sensuous texture of his poetry are their own reward, apart from any greater meanings that they may signify.


The spectrum of Manhae’s poetic styles is broad. He wrote contemplative nature poetry, dark and tortured symbolic poetry, sensual poems of love and longing, and overtly patriotic addresses. The poems vary significantly in length and in tone. One distinguishing feature of Manhae is his long, prose-style sentences. In the original Korean, they flow in their own internal rhythm; in translation, they create visually awkward, runover sentences that I have broken into separate lines. On occasion I have grouped some lines into independent stanzas to give balance to the text. Otherwise, the structural arrangement of the poems is Manhae’s own.


The accepted conceit that Manhae wrote all eighty-eight poems in the course of a single night has inspired scholars to discern a clear narrative scheme in the progression of the anthology. While this is an interesting exercise, it entails rather subjective readings and perhaps also overstates the case for the work’s seamlessness. While the collection is meant to be read as all of a piece, each poem can be enjoyed independently. In the notes on the Poems that follow the translation, I indicate some dominant themes and practices. A major leitmotif is departure and reunion, which is worked into the first and last poems to form a loose narrative framing, as well as forming a dominant theme of the entire work.


Manhae’s conversation with the Indian poet and Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) is another significant thread woven throughout the anthology, and it is noteworthy for its literary-critical perspective as well as for its historical significance. Some poems reflect a legacy of imagery, conceit, or practice within East Asia that is useful to bring to light, and which demonstrates the continuity of Manhae’s poetic practices with the past. A number of poems make specific cultural or historical references that beg for clarification. In other cases, the connotations of certain words or phrases lost in translation call for a note. Every so often I suggest an interpretive option for a poem that is particularly dense in symbolism or complex in sentiment. My aim throughout is to enhance the reader’s encounter with Silence rather than to bury the work in scholarly commentary.


It is my hope that this volume will engage an English-speaking audience with the same intensity that Manhae has held his countrymen. The power of longing is the source of religion and art alike. Manhae uses both to speak to us across national, linguistic, and historical distances with brilliance and heart.


Francisca Cho
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[image: image]   Preface: Idle Words




     “Nim” is not only a human lover but everything yearned for.


     All beings are nim for the Buddha, and philosophy is the nim of Kant.


     The spring rain is nim for the rose, and Italy is the nim of Mazzini.


     Nim is what I love, but it also loves me.


     If romantic love is freedom, then so is my nim.


     But aren’t you attached to the lofty name of freedom?


     Don’t you also have a nim? If so, it’s only your shadow.


     I write these poems for the young lambs wandering lost on the road home from the darkening plains.








 


1   [image: image]   My Lover’s Silence




          My love is gone.


          Ah, the one I love is gone.


          Crossing the narrow path to the maple grove that shatters the mountain green, she tore away from me.


          Promises, like bright gold blossoms,


          turned into ash scattered by gentle wind.


          The memory of a sharp first kiss reversed my destiny and then,


          retreating, faded away to nothing.


          I was deafened by her scented voice;


          blinded by her flowerlike face.


          Love is a human thing—when meeting I already feared parting,


          and still with separation, my heart burst with fresh sorrow.


          But to turn parting into useless tears destroys love,


          and so I turned the strength of sadness into new hope.


          Just as meeting creates worry of parting,


          parting creates hope of meeting again.


          My love is gone, but I didn’t send her away.


          My common song of love wraps itself around my lover’s silence.








 


2   [image: image]   Parting Creates Beauty




          Parting creates beauty.


          The beauty of parting is not in the fragile gold of morning,


          in the seamless silk of night,


          in deathless immortality,


          or the undying blue of heaven.


          My love, without parting I wouldn’t live again in laughter after dying in tears.


          Ah, parting.


          Beauty creates parting.








 


3   [image: image]   I Don’t Know




          Whose footfall is the Paulownia leaf rippling through the still air?


          Whose face is the blue sky peeping through the dark clouds driven by the zephyr at the rainy season’s end?


          Whose breath is the unknown fragrance flowing through the green moss


          in the deep, flowerless woods and brushing the quiet sky above the old pagoda?


          Whose song is the delicately flowing stream of unknown source splashing against the stones?


          Whose poetry is the glow that adorns the setting sun, with its jadelike hands caressing the endless sky


          and its lotuslike heels that cross over the boundless ocean?


          After burning, embers become fuel again.


          Whose faint lamp is my heart, burning for reason unknown through the night?








 


4   [image: image]   I Want to Forget




          Others think about their love


          but I try to forget mine.


          The more I try to forget, the more I remember.


          Remembering, I tried to forget,


          but if I forget then I remember,


          and if I remember, I can’t forget.


          Shall I try to stop forgetting and remembering?


          Shall I try to throw both away?


          Neither will work.


          What can I do when my love fills every thought?


          It’s not impossible to forget


          in a case of deliberate forgetting.


          But that means sleeping or dying,


          and because of love I can do neither.


          Greater than the remembering that can’t be forgotten


          is the difficulty of trying to forget.








 


5   [image: image]   Don’t Go




          Those aren’t love’s wings that wrap themselves around the dear child,


          snuggling in his mother’s breast with pursed lips in the expectation of sweetness;


          it’s the flag of the enemy.


          That’s not the light of compassion from Buddha’s brow;


          It’s the flash from a demon’s eyes.


          That’s not the goddess of love who binds body and mind,


          and tosses herself into love’s ocean, caring nothing for crowns, glory, or death;


          It’s the smile of the knife.


          My love, you thirst for satisfaction.


          Turn around—don’t go to that place. I hate it.


          The earth’s music falls asleep in the Rose of Sharon’s shadow.


          The dream of prosperity dives deep into the black ocean.


          The frightening silence imparts the knife-sharp sermons of the whispering universe.


          My love, you want to get drunk on the bloom of new life.


          Turn around—don’t go to that place. I hate it.


          Where is the lovely girl who takes the angel-blessed children,


          places her own life in them and offers them on love’s altar?


          Where is the strange lily that offers its sweet and clear perfume


          to one honeybee and denies it to the other?


          Where is the firefly that buries itself in death’s green mountain


          and cuts the night in two with its flowing light?


          My love, you are ready to die for your passion.


          Turn back—don’t go to that place. I hate it.


          In that land, there is no sky.


          In that land, shadowless people war.


          In that land, the measureless rhythm of great time and the key to creation stops.


          My love, you claim that death is fragrant.


          Turn back—don’t go to that place. I hate it.
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