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’ Ko Un, the Korean Poet
Dooho Shin

Samchok National University, Korea

“Ko Un is a magnificent poet, combination of
Buddhist cognoscente, passionate political libertarian,
and naturalist historian." -- Allen Ginsberg.

One of the Korea’s foremost and celebrated
living poet, Ko Un is the living proof of the
tumultuous modern Korean history and his poems
record such personal and national history. Born in
1933, he grew up during the Japanese Occupation,
and when the Korean War broke out he was
conscripted by the People’s Army. In his sensitive
late teens during the war he observed so much death
around him and frequently ran off from his home. In
his habitual wanderings he met a Buddhist monk,
became a monk himself, and lived a monastic. Before
he left the Buddhist community he practiced Zen
meditation for ten years, traveling throughout the
country. It was also during this time that his prolific
writing life started. The war left him mentally
devastated, and writing poems became his only life
and hope. His first poems were published in 1958.
After breaking with the Buddhist community in 1963,
he devoted himself to literature while he still led a
self-tormenting and nihilist life.
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During the 1970s and 1980s he actively
participated in the human rights movements against
South Korea’s military dictatorship. Being a leading
dissident spokesman in the struggle against
dictatorial regime, he was jailed several times.
Democracy and human rights naturally became the
major subjects of his writings during this period, and
Flowers of a Moment and Ten Thousand Lives are the
representative literary products of this time. Closely
related with human rights is environmental problems
he has been especially concerned about. In the wake
of industralization of South Korea, environmental
pollution and destruction have become a prominent
social issue, and Ko Un as well as other important
environmental writers in Korea have highlighted this
problem and criticized growth-led government policy,
which eventually led to the criticism of dictatorship
and consumption-oriented civilization in general.
My Evening (1988) is a good example of this trend.

As an active participant in the tumultuous
events of Korea’s modern history, Ko Un
demonstrated his shifted interest after his country
succeeded in establishing a democratic government
in the late 1980s: reunification of South-North
Koreas. He visited with his former jail-mate,
President Kim Dae-jung, to North Korea as part of
the Korean Reunification Summit. In the poem
collection, The South and the North (2000), he not
only depicts the unique nature and culture of South
and North Korea, but he sings full of passion and
longing for reunification of two Koreas. In that spirit
he leads the Federation of Writers for National
Literature.

So far he has written over 100 volumes of
books in diverse genres such as poetry, short stories,
fiction, essays, and criticism, and some of his works
have been translated into several languages,
including two volumes published in English, The
Sound of My Waves: Selected Poems of Ko Un (1993)
and Beyond Self: 108 Korean Zen Poems (1997).

Now his current and future plans are to expose
Korea’s artistic and cultural achievements to the rest
of the world as he stated in a recent interview.

Arundati Roy and the Real Costs of Living

Bruce Allen (IEXZEX%)

“In the country that she came from,
poised forever between the terror of war and
the horror of peace, Worse Things kept
happening.”

“So Small God laughed a hollow laugh,
and skipped away cheerfully. Like a rich boy
in shorts. He whistled, kicked stones. The
source of his brittle elation was the relative
smallness of his misfortune. He climbed into

people’s eyes and became an exasperating
expression.”

1970 FR 226 80 X, ®mLIX. MEELOM
BEBICKI Laens, AEEHICERICEAD-
2o ZOFH, @EEOMBBIRICKIT S K
BRO0EEFEL L TMELRRI AL, REER
CANEZBTEEOIEROPLERT —~L&2o
2o REMREMIC [READIE] (Flowers of a
Moment) ° [ X A3 D4 ] (Ten Thousand Lives) 7
HbH, ERBEEICEDIETT o E¢ELEFETY
LZEEMES, AERELEVWEDLY 262, @&
EOEXLLOEOHR T, RBEHR L BARBEIIR
ERMEMETHoTz, BREEOCEERRE
EFEIIREMEZEBOICERY EFREKREE
MOBEEZMHHL, ZOBHITEICMBEERLH
ERLOXHA~NLmMITONA T2, TRADOK]
(My Evening,1988)I21XZ D X 5 BB L < 5 »
B Do

1980 FREFOREBIGHLOKII O, BN
HBEOBILOKRF~FEEBOICEAD TWIHFLE L
T, MBOBALET—>20FmiEHhE L, mibdikt
H—~LmiFonsd, »OTOERMHATH- 2
BK# M Kim Dae-jung Lt MiILEHAEY I v bE
mof-wicdedifE 2R L7z, Tl &db] (The
South and the North, 2000)\Z (% Fg At & ff o> Il 45 72
BREUEB#MPRLTWBEIT TR, Z20H
T — ~DERLHENR I b TWVWE, £DF
i C o #R 13 [E B S 35 K A (Federation of Writers
for National Literature) D e &) &E| 2 H > T\ 5,

SETICHITF. 8 - B3, =y &A1,
HFFEEDZZBOT ¥ U ViTbhiz> TEMU L
HRL., ZOoHDONL 20— [ROEOE : mE
5128 |(The Sound of My Waves: Selected Poems of Ko
Un, 1993) [C %@z T :#&EHFF] (Beyond Self:
108 Korean Zen Poems, 1997) 1T R TN TW 5, i
DA v Ea—kde, BECKDEITEE
DOEMB, LW REREZBERITEZD2Z LT
5, (R uskHr)

ArundatiRoy L £ Z 352 LDEDKMICDOLT

3%
L




Dec. 10. 2002

ASLE-Japan Newsletter

No. 13

The country is the Kerala region of southern
India. The woman, a leading character in Arundati
Roy’s 1997 Booker Prize-winning first novel, The
God of Small Things. The elements are misfortune,
mystery, passion, elation, and an almost impossible
yet irrepressible presence of hope.

Linguistically and stylistically innovative, and
complex in its storytelling, The God of Small Things
probes through multiple layers of time, persona,
culture, dream, and reality. Roy’s writing is likely
to remind many readers of the magically complex
worlds of Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Salmam
Rushdie. Or of the tenacious explorations of the
interrelations between race, class, sex, and family
found in the writing of William Faulkner. Or of the
multi-layered interweavings of myth, story, dream
and reality in novels of Ishimure Michiko.
Suffusing Roy’s urban-based story is a rank and
rampant presence of wildness. Creeping its way
through the cracks in the pavement, as through the
pores, nerves, and cells of the human body, this wild
presence enmeshes people, passions and places in a
dense, sensuous, jungle-like atmosphere. It is a
world where, as Roy describes it, “the sky was
orange, and the coconut trees were sea anemones
waving their tentacles, hoping to trap and eat an
unsuspecting cloud.” The God is a tale of intrigue,
mystery and passion; of unsparing observation of
society and character; all recounted in a poetic style
that courageously exposes the possibilities and the
pitfalls of the human spirit.

Having first read Roy’s complex novel, I was
somewhat surprised when I found her second book, a
nonfiction work titled The Cost of Living. The
stark themes of its two essays are nuclear bombs and
dam construction. In contrast to the dense,
elliptical writing style of Roy’s novel, the prose here
is straight-to-the point logical, and clear as light.
Her essay “The End of Imagination” was occasioned
by the testing of nuclear weapons by India and
Pakistan in 1998. Roy’s passionate writing is
steeped in a deeply ecological understanding and
concern. She warns, yet also encourages us:

If there is a nuclear war, our foes will not be
China or America or even each other. Our
foe will be the Earth herself. The very
elements—the sky, the land, the wind and
water—will all turn against us. Their wrath
will be terrible. . . . There is beauty yet in
this brutal, damaged world of ours. Hidden,
fierce, immense. Beauty that is uniquely ours
and beauty that we have received with grace
from others, enhanced, re-invented and made
our own. We have to seek it out, nurture it,
love it.

The companion essay, ironically titled “The

Greater Common Good,” is based on Roy’s
investigative reporting on the construction of a
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“megadam”—the Sardar Sarovar—on the Naramada
River in central India. This is but the largest of
some 3,200 dams being planned for this single river.
For this one dam alone, more than 10,000 people and
a vast ecosystem face “submergence”. Roy writes,
“The story of the Naramada Valley is nothing less
than the story of Modern India.” We might add that
this is the story of much of the world—and of Japan
in particular. Roy goes on to explain the logical,
frightening, but normally overlooked link between
bombs and dams:

Day by day, river by river, forest by forest,
mountain by mountain, missile by missile,
bomb by bomb—almost without knowing
it—we are being broken. Big dams are to a
nation’s “development” what nuclear bombs
are to its military arsenal.  They’re both
weapons of mass destruction. . . . They’re both
malignant indications of a civilization turning
upon itself. They represent the severing of
the link, not  just the link—the
understanding—between human beings and the
planet they live on. They scramble the
intelligence that connects eggs to hens, milk to
cows, food to forests, water to rivers, air to life,
and the earth to human existence.

Discovering  the  mixture of  fiction,
investigative reporting, and activism in Roy’s works
should not have been surprising. She writes in the
company of other writer-activists such as Terry
Tempest Williams, Linda Hogan, Rick Bass, David
James Duncan, Wendell Berry, and Rachel Carson.
And, notably, that of Ishimure Michiko—for
especially in Ishimure’s Tenko(Lake of Heaven), we
find a novelistic expression of the spiritual, cultural,
and environmental “costs of living” incurred by the
building of the very sort of unwarranted dams that
Roy writes of. Roy’s investigative writing is also
in the spirit of Ishimure’s writing and activism on
behalf of the people of Minamata.

In Roy’s latest book, Power Politics, she
further develops her exploration of the damages
caused by dams and goes on to tackle the problems
caused by globalization. Recently Roy’s activism
against dams and in behalf of the displaced peoples
earned her a contempt of court citation from India’s
Supreme Court. In a third essay, “On the Writer’s
Freedom of Imagination,” Roy discusses the role of
author-activists. =~ The  similar  concerns and
commitments among such writer-activists should not
surprise us. Rather, they should help us to better
understand the true costs of living and to bridge the
gap that often exists between literature and our lives.
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Nature Writing in Taiwan

Hwoung-chang Liou
Chinese Military Academy, Taiwan

Through a serious earthquake in 1999, people
in Taiwan experienced a natural catastrophe and
began to reevaluate their relationship with nature.
An ecological consciousness has been awakened.
Serious mudslides that destroyed the mountainous
region after the earthquake seemed to accelerate the
losing of Formosa, “a beautiful island in a graceful

ocean.” Chen Yu-feng is an outstanding eco-fiction
writer who is also a biologist married to a
photographer. They worked together on a historical

book called: The 921 Earthquake and Land Ethics.
The book impresses readers with its pictures and
insightful ideas that echo Aldo Leopold’s 4 Sand
County Almanac. Most of the academic reports
focus on how to resurrect a community out of the
debris of broken gardens. Other nonfiction nature
writings try to evoke people’s vague sense that
environmental problems exist. As mentioned
repeatedly in Chieh-mu Lee’s Blue Sky /Green Water
/Pure Land and Give Me Back Nature, nature writers
concentrate on the presentation of contemporary
ecological problems by comparing them with the past
memories.

Lin Chun-yi warns in his The Red Light of
Nature, When Can the Pollution of Taiwan be
Stopped, The Problems of Pollution in Taiwan that
Formosa is no longer a beautiful island after serious
pollution. In response to the fast disappearance of
some species in Taiwan, books like 4 Vigilant Fish
by Hung Shu-li focus on the collections of the special
species that are still seen on the island but might
disappear for good. Guide to Nature; Taiwan's
Mangrove by Kou Chi-young records the resurrection
of the wetland inhabited by mangrove and waterfowl.
Su Ren-hsiu is a photographer who has recorded the
Taroko Gorge National Park with his lens. His
brochure provides beautiful pictures with stories of
his adventure in the national park. Hsu recounts his
journey using the cyclic orders of seasons with the
myth of each season. Beautiful pictures and
evocative narratives of Hsu’s brochure help readers
understand nature better.

Lamentation for the fast disappearing nature
also appears in some poems. Kevin Sun in The
Tower of Babel shows his keen reaction to the
changing environment. “An Elegy for the Maple
Tree” mourns the maple that saw schoolboys and
girls going to school, listened to the steps of senior
walkers, and reflected images in the poet’s window.
One day, the tree was cut down. The poet accuses a
woodchopper of dismembering the tree that
symbolizes life in nature. In Pai Chia-hua’s “The
Breath of Trees,” the poet treats trees as biological
creatures with an intrinsic value. Trees are
signifiers of shelters that adopt birds and sooth
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people with their leaves, twigs, shadows, and fresh
air. Mar [-Gong and Han Han’s The Only Earth We
Have is an outstanding eco-fiction. Mar [-Gong has
published several collections on the theme of
environmental concern. Yang Ming-tu mocks
human ignorance in his fable stories: “Whatever
Nature is Good,” and “The Right Time is Over.”
Yang aims to disclose the inner world of animals.
All birds and animals prefer to enjoy freedom in the
wilderness than to be domesticated.

As for the travelogues concerning nature
writing, they are mainly nostalgic records about the
topology of the past. Trails have seldom retraced
and blur like pathless way in the mountainous range.
In June 2002, brave mountaineers sponsored by La
New, a shoe company, tried to retrace the trails
through mountains in Taiwan. Five of the hundreds
overcame hardship and fulfill their dream of
conquering the mountain.  They will have their
journal published soon. Historical records about
the disappearing trails are: The Footprints of
Ancestors in Taiwan by Hung Yin-shen, and
Retracing and Investigating Old Trails in Taiwan by
Liu Ke-hsiang. As an island in a graceful ocean,
the Oceanic Taiwan by Yin Ping provides readers
with images of the fertile fishery resources and the
specific life style of aquaculture.

As environmental ethics become the focus of
worldwide attention, nature writing has also emerged
in the last two decades in Taiwan. Although nature
writers remain but a small contingent, they are
people with vision and insight into relationships
between man and nature. They desire to establish
an ecocentric rather than an anthropocentric
philosophy of life. To establish a balanced and
harmonious biotic community, nature writers in
Taiwan call for a humble and simple lifestyle.
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