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Critical Introduction

The Korean poet Choi Seung-Ho writes: Ko Hyeong-Ryeol’s poems 
explore the interstices of oppositions. They dream, for example, of 
the language of echoes born in the gulfs between such dualities as 
words and silence, civilization and nature, surface and depths, life 
and death, extinction and immortality, being and the void. Poetry 
dreams of the very first language, the very first expression that did 
not previously exist in the world and realizes that as materialized 
language. When we read his poems, we sense a masterly skill, a pas-
sion bringing into being new expressions by freely moulding such 
oppositions. 

The Korean poet Kim Sa-In writes: Ko Hyeong-Ryeol’s sentenc-
es are at times ungrammatical or appear awkward, giving a rough, 
uneven feeling. This in itself may not be seen as a virtue but once 
we read his poems carefully several times, the result is not at all 
“rough and careless.” They are the words of one trying to see at the 
same moment the world’s immensity and its minuteness, confront-
ing that dread and that ecstasy. The apparently pointless, awkward 
grumbling tones he chooses to employ are deeply related to the fear 
and hesitation, depression and ecstasy of one who has truly seen and 
tried to see, which cannot be expressed clearly and eloquently.

The Australian poet Dan Disney writes: Ko Hyeong-Ryeol’s 
poems are gently exploratory, generous interrogations; clearest 
among the speaking leaves, bright flowers, inquisitive children, the 
lost bees, mists, lovers and dust, a palpable sense of wonder suffuses 
this writing. In the same ways that cranes are characterized as a pair 
of humans –

flying through the sky.
Talking, listening, nodding heads,
looking at each other



Critical Introductionxii

these watchful poems – compelling portraits, really – point toward 
the innumerable instances of our strangeness. Sometimes eerie, 
often surreal, these sensuous texts probe amid contours for connec-
tions between people and their places. Indeed, training an open gaze 
across mountains and skies, forests and skyscrapers full of human 
and non-human dramas, Grasshoppers’ Eyes apprehends and cel-
ebrates the world as sublime.

The translators write: When asked what constitutes the most 
characteristic feature of his work, Ko Hyeong-Ryeol tends to indi-
cate the Buddhist influence underlying his vision of existence. His 
poems, he says, are located at the intersection of being and non-
being, illusion and reality. In Buddhism, every moment constitutes 
a separate, distinct reality, unconnected with the moments that pre-
cede and follow. This sense of fractured reality might be thought 
to underlie the fractured coherence which characterizes the flow 
of many of Ko’s poems. Familiar moments are made unfamiliar by 
the unexpected twists of what follows an initial image. Many of 
his works evoke the landscapes of his home region around Mount 
Seorak, but they do not stay fixed there. Personal memories, too, 
shift and blur. Another word that comes to mind in many cases is 
“surrealistic” since what is described is not a part of ordinary life, yet 
it feels plausible in poetry. Ko is essentially a poet whose lyricism is 
expressed in a way that seems to mock and refuse the conventional 
beauties of lyric verse. Some critics have called him “grumpy” but 
there is often humor beneath the growling. In the end, the challenge 
Ko Hyeong-Ryeol addresses to his readers is to let go of conventional 
expectations and let themselves be drawn into a world where moths 
are amazed, pollacks equipped with strong testicles escape to the dis-
tant sea whistling, and sunlight makes a whirring sound. Rooted in 
the world the poet knows, his lyrics are determined to defamiliarize 
the world we think we know.
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