POETRY

by Craig S. Shoemake

I believe Passion precedes Intellect, and out of the flesh and blood of Passion Intellect shapes, almost in the way of sculpture, an Intelligence which gives direction to the moving force of life.  Poetry is this process as expressed in words; the words of poetry are the ciphers of Passion, and their meanings are the experiences that transcend words and even thoughts.  The words of poetry then are but the epiphany of something that cannot be spoken, and the experiencing of this Unspeakable is the ultimate purpose of poetry.

AMIDST THE STONES

Beneath the frowning moon

Amid the grass and willow trees,

She stands within the gathering gloom,

Her hair ablaze upon the breeze.

In shadows stand the lichened stones,

Arrayed around her silken form.

Over and through the windy moans

Her mournful song is borne.

For once upon a silver night

Her warrior love did fall,

The victim of some deathly might--

His memory still does call.

Before his grave she kneels in grief.

Her crystal tears upon it spill.

Such pain, this fate--his life so brief.

Yet love lives on within her still.

Her song's lament sung 'til the morn,

When gold of dawn on earth is bent.

Into the world she's cast forlorn,

With sorrow never spent.

She takes her leave but will return,

Sure as dark will follow light.

For death and birth her spirit yearns,

Even as daylight follows night.

EASTERN MOON

Eastern moon of ivory light

Spreads silver puddles through the jade tropics,

Where sleeps the meditative Buddha,

Eyelids drooping heavily in aged slumber.

The cuckoo calls softly in the melancholy dark

While whispering winds whine in the twilight,

Conjoining in magical voice.

Horned moon floating in the sable sky

Casts spectral light upon a black-red butterfly

Flitting dreamily through a Hindu temple.

In the velvet lunar dark of the living jungle

A lone tigress roars aloud, shouting at the moon.

Eastern moon, mystical moon of ancient faith,

Rears a gibbous face over towered temples,

Where drone the insect songs of flutes.

Amid the perfumed mist of shrines

Dream whispering worshipers,

Contemplating ancient words of Zen.

Eastern moon, butterfly orb,

Soft torch in enchanted skies,

Breathes a ghostly aura on the world,

The Eastern world--world of dragons 

And mystery and strange occult,

The world of the glowing moon.

THE GODS AWAKEN

Hark all ye unknowing mortals,

For the age of Olympian grace has come again!

The day will soon dawn when father Zeus

Will sit high upon the hallowed mount,

And the Twelve shall reign again.

Oh mortals, the Gods died not,

But slept amid Hesperian Gardens

Far away beyond the sunset,

And now draweth nigh the time of their awakening.

Already, the shepherds of Hellas have whispered words,

For their ears have heard the ghostly notes of flutes 

And the noise of the song and dance of the forest children.

In twilit meadows of pastoral lands

Strange shapes sing songs of worship.

When the moon is full Greek youths espy

The mystery of the Bacchian revels.

In deep Tartarus the Titans writhe

And hoary-headed Ocean has risen again.

In vast unyielding magic the new age will usher forth,

That men shall bow down and burn again the fat of the lamb.

The myths of yore shall walk the dreaming land

And the trumpets of Morning will blast their mighty notes

As Phoebus heralds the new day.

Let it be known, oh humble mortals,

That the age of eons past has returned 

And the day at last come when the Gods awaken!

WATERFALL WAY

Crystal arms, many thousands

Gurgle over ledges in suspended violence

And topple into silent descent.

A formless fall of writhing foam

Sounds a hubbub in its strike 

On stone, or fern, or fallen log.

Then quiescence:  passive

Flow which sighs in ecstasy.

TIGER

The breathless air hears not

the orange-striped shadow,

and nor do the statue trees.

For like a mirage of saturated calm

it slides into the jungle leaf,

leaving only paw prints

in the midnight dew

A DREAM

An isolated tower:

its stones,

the bones of my onlyness,

cohered by history.

The sea embrace consumes them,

and from an empty keep

I watch the ancient waters,

wondering....

Why does a man so dread the coming home,

this cycle of return to origins?

POINT OF VIEW

Pretty we paint the prison cell

'til garden-like it flowers full 

of memories, dreams and wishes.

The solid walls, like canvas,

depict the world of our conceiving,

and so enamored of their selfish vista

we forget their granite toughness

and call our durance "freedom". 

THE EATEN ONE

One day an eagle's shadow bore me down,

and clutching plucked me rat-like in its talons.

Fast as howling wind 'cross desert lands it bore me,

up to a high and lonely mount in boiling fogs 

where a hungering demon hid his lair.

On the demon's blood-strewn plate 

the shadow-bird cast me screaming.

The fiery hell-fiend gobbled up my limbs

'til his belly convulsing, heaved me out,

new-formed, acid-bathed and deathless.

This vision fifty moons ago

loosed me metamorphic in the womb again.

Now I, the Eaten One, run wild on sacred winds.

On four gray limbs I deftly hurtle

quick through clouds on heels of prey.

I rend my skull in chalky fragments 

and twist my infinite eyes inward seeing.

The convoluted brain I fathom

and my native Intuition, exploding Reason,

has seen the Wolf King's high throne.

THE BIRTH OF IGNORANCE [a fragment]

How cam ears to hear 

the thunderous, weary tick of time?

How came the sexes and unsated want?

Why do shadows like runners flee the fire?

and why is Earth cast down, 

a smile on her face when Heaven weeps?

A PRAYER

As the quickened blood runs ever warm,

so some day will see the bursting 

of the northern wastes, when the snowy land

is melted and flower strewn.

Then in a stranger's face I'll see my own

and we'll unbuild the walls and kingdoms

which in benighted days

we erected in our midst.

SYNCHRONICITY

Temple boys

   ring the gongs in China..

Snail's antennae

   tremble and withdraw.

Far away in emptiness,

   the million worlds

   prostrate themselves,

   reverberating.

INSTINCT

What law survives the midnight hour?

What reason's voice is heard in the din

of slow, pumping blood, laden with sleep?

These hours are heresy,

spoken in the dim of dream

or the fluid of flesh and heat.

So greedy, this return to unknown waters;

we drown, so deeply do we drink.

We remember then the blood and earth,

the twine of living things

hanging in the balance,

thriving in the bone, and in the eye:

lawless....

INTUITION

Flitting clouds of thought, 

obscuring, revealing,

a bright, autumnal moon.

Laughter echoes when the sky is still,

the whims retreat:

the moon an open eye.

ORIGINAL FACE

In a lifting leaf--

   the wind.

In the heave of breasts--

   a sigh.

These whispering waters,

   original word--

A face.

DEWDROP

A dewdrop renders plain

all dewdrops

when one looks aright:

a thousand worlds enthroned

in a viscous globe.

ROMANCE

water

reed 

and sky--

the isle of the dead king

vanishes in mist.

THE WHEEL

Rolling, the winds of heat,

like the breath of serpents,

shimmer in the air and coil on the rocks.

Burning.  Burning.  Burning.

The air is burning under an eye of gold

which cannot think of mercy.

The planet spins its face away,

turning to whisper in a lizard's ear.

The lizard scurries on the rocks at evening,

basking in the pale of the planet's shadow,

'til in struggle it is plucked by talons

and dies reflected in an owl's eyes.

PHILOSOPHY AD INFINITUM

"And what transpires in this garden of mine?"

Said a voice that shuddered through the spaces.

"Terrible age, an agony of doubts;

The waters tumble into the silence of a pool."

Even God groans on his philosophy, his reverie,

His speculation on eternity and the ruse of shadows.

"I laugh and all becomes.

I cry and it decays.

Each mortal figment of my dreams 

Wonders at itself 

And the fleeting play of life and death

Which mocks the wandering of my mind."

THE NATURAL MAN

Your cannot tell his age.

His child-like face is chiseled from stone,

And the lines of his small frame melt into the trees.

He is only short grass in the forest.

Nobody knows his name,

So they call him "Little Dragon."

He is a keeper in the gardens,

And seems to like best the moss and the lotus.

Often I see him there,

Hard to notice,

Humming some unknown tune.

He seems to forget himself,

Though his sound is like the wind-blown reeds.

I go to the garden to see him,

Through he never speaks to me--

Not in words that is--

But rather in some dim remembrance 

I lost in childhood.

Right now,

I cannot say what it was....

THE WOMAN IN THE DREAM

Night,

and the warble of frogs

among the bulrushes

wreathes the battlements.

Moonlight spills across the towers

like a cold pool of milk,

and I suffer still the passage this time

out of now into nowhere.

The dead hosts encamp about me,

yet not even the whispering grass

or mute stones remember their names.

But there in the sky-filled window

her ivory visage is framed--

the woman in the dream--

whom I lost from life this night

a thousand summers past.

A sad song like death

is rising in my ears,

or is it only the passage

of the zephyr through the empty tower?

SATURN'S SPAWN

(or, In the Court of the King)
The king is in his hall;

the heir of stone and solitude

holds court, enthroned in silence.

About him his warriors sit frozen

in a pose of court, unspeaking,

their colloquy dissipated,

its echoes engulfed by empty air,

and the weary revolutions

of satellites and stars.

Amid the kingdom of dust 

his empty eyes survey,

no blood pumps, no breath stirs,

no lizard's mailed flesh

whispers across the stones.

Even from the stairs, from the towers,

from the grass and lichen,

life's last clinging breath 

has passed away outside of Time,

and Time itself has crept by finger lengths

into the bones and ruins,

clutching and crushing with the slow,

unceasing force of pressing roots,

to choke the last remains.

And we are there--

we, the living--we participate,

as the running shadows of moments,

countless hosts of moments,

leave us in the passage of our lives.

THE LOST WAR: A LAMENT FOR KOREA

Morning's calm land

shatters in the blaring neon day.

Soaring white towers

trample country house tiles;

the past lies broken in empty country,

and the city hordes plunge 

into the gaping markets.

Wonder is chewed up,

sacred vomited out through tailpipes.

This face, unblinking, endures outside,

but eyes cry hot within.

My throat howls regret

for Virtue's slow dying.

DAWN

Rain on lake--

   drops.

Night's last cricket--

   thunder.

Now silence....

INHERITANCE

This flesh is the flesh of millions

whose lives stretch back out of me 

into caves, where the first fires

danced amid my gathered ancestors.

I am the assembly of their fears and dreams,

their wonder at the sky, birds and blinding sun,

and my brain is the heir of the tales 

they told around the fire in the night.

Now, here, I again undergo their search,

yearning for a sense unspeakable--

beyond all loneliness and love--

which has gathered me up in the arms of gods

and cast me naked at the feet of a beast,

eyes staring wide:  myself.

WANTING

Beauty lives in the eyes of the lover,

yet dies ere love is fully tasted.

'Tis this tragedy of love

which compels my desire,

yet haunts me from vision to vision.

MISTRESS

My love is like some great blue animal:

her body, horizon's extent;

unseen ancient canyon depths, her brain.

Vast in rage, illimitable in silence--

she is the mother of emptiness.

Feelings of fear, awe, loneliness and holiness--

she reminds me.

Through days and nights

I watch her from the prow.

She kisses water on my face,

rocks the cradle-boat at night,

and in a moment of casual love,

drowns an ancient mariner.

HOMECOMING

Leap on, oh radiant child,

past all doors and boundaries;

fly out beyond horizons into that cool space 

of purple mountains and sighing winds

where no name is called and none given.

Find there your solitude and ecstasy;

find there your silent wonder 

wherein your wanderings are vanquished

and your burdens relieved.

Dwell there forever more, oh my Mind,

and so cry the last tears of this long road.

PILGRIM

Bounty bright,

the harvest of life--

what gentle fortune lies waiting

in the garden of my years?

Where first I ran

through fields and forests--

that land lies there no more.

But memory's pale flame,

and now thanksgiving

for the love of friends--

these remain as I wander on

and ride for distant blessings.

DOORS INTO DARK ROOMS

A crack appeared in the world the other day.

A bright ribbon flash in some moment

spilled out of the sky next to me,

and I caught a glance of eyes

looking back into me, through me--

eyes not another's but my own.

From a yesterday's childhood?

I wondered:  have I ever seen these eyes before,

in this world or through ancient portals?

No answer from the eyes, but my own,

like a soft, still whisper in an endless wind:

"I am the question as well."

WORDS TO ONE BELOVED (for Hye-oon)

Perhaps it is because I love you

that I let you go.

For to love you less would be

to hold what isn't mine--

and you never were.

'Tis the man who does not cling to the world

who yet is followed by the world,

and so I go my own way.

Let the world be--it will go on as it is.

But your most beautiful stories

will be told when you are silent,

and in your aloneness

you will find your true home.

LINES ON ETERNITY

Eternity

is but the stopping of a moment,

as when a single thought

slips between the sounds of a silence,

or a rain drops in summer oceans.

I HAVE SOMETIMES WONDERED

I have sometimes wondered

what life was like

for the little man in Babylon,

like the shoemaker on the corner,

a few streets down from the ziggurat.

Was his wife pretty?

Were his children bright and happy,

and did they play with a ball

in the dusty alley by their home?

Did his wife cook well?

And did he have the means

to give her some bright trinkets for her arms?

Did the shoemaker and his wife live long,

and see their children all grown up,

or did they perish prematurely

in some burning, bloody siege?

When the dark, grim men of Ninevah

battered on their city walls,

did the shoemaker and his family

huddle together distraught

in a shadowed corner of the shop?

Did Ninevah's warriors butcher his sons?

Did they violate his screaming wife,

and then with knives gouge out his bulging eyes?

Was that their end,

the family's luckless fate untold and unlamented?

I have sometimes wondered on such matters,

but it's good I'll never know.

For had I known that upright man,

his wife's sweet voice,

his daughter's tender smiles,

and the magnanimity of his sons,

I would have wept at the news of their passing,

and cursed their killers with my tongue and heart.

That day would have been a bitter one,

a sore reminder of fate's cruel whim

and my delusions of good and justice.

But I never knew them,

and I've never shed a tear

for their terror and misfortune.

And now their lives are gone,

and their killers with them, too.

The city which they loved

is but a maze of stone and sand.

Even the river has taken its bounty

and left the arid palaces.

The place is but a haunt of crows,

and only serpents drink the dusty wells.

I have sometimes wondered on these things:

how kingdoms come and go,

why people play their games,

and if the games will change.

But now I doubt they will;

presidents, prime ministers, ambassadors of state,

lawyers, doctors and the rest--

they love these games--they hurt so much!

And so each moment of sex and violence

is our life's finest hour,

until the city walls start shaking,

and the smoke and fire rises,

and we know our own turn has come at last.

A FRIEND

In a fog,

limbs like hands

tear my uncertain shadow.

Falling in fear

I run home,

licked by the tongues of clouds,

to greet your open smile--

my home.

NEXT TO EDEN

In dreams of 

  other days,

forest lands

  beat to drums.

Green people

  called the birds,

and dancers

  turned the moon.

Those children

  never died

to the sunrise.

I WOULD DREAM

I would dream of an ancient shore,

Empty, a line on the sea

Outside any monarch's command.

I would dream of muttering winds,

Whose quiet voices scatter the fogs

And roll like secrets over the sands.

I would dream of solitude's teaching,

Of a deathless joy born in the spaces,

Rising over the coast towards ocean's end.

I would dream of an endless day,

When my breath might mingle in unison

With the songs of the sea and the sky and the quiet,

Until waking I dream and dream again....

LIFE HAS NO END IN MIND

Life has no end in mind:

Ashes to ashes,

Dust to dust;

And from the earth is formed

New generations

To writhe and tumble

Through history's sport.

I have played many games.

I have lost and won.

I have acted countless roles:

Thieves, kings, teachers, merchants.

From shadow I have gone to light,

And from light to shadow.

I have celebrated and despaired 

In every juncture

Of body, breath and thought.

I am another happy fool

In Life's mystery and play.

AN ELEGY FOR MY SISTER

I fear this world

is the road of life and death.

Why did you leave without farewells,

without finishing your story?

Like a leaf blown here and there

by an early autumn wind,

though born of the same branch

I know not where you have gone.

Oh, to see you again in heaven;

with penitence and patience

I will wait.

by Wolmyong Sa (Buddhist monk seventh century, Korea)

trans. by Craig Shoemake & Kang Young-ok

IN PRAISE OF KI PARANG

The moon reveals itself;

it does not follow after white clouds.

In a pure blue stream

is the reflection of Ki Parang.

Even a pebble by the stream

yearns for a bit of his mind.

Ah!

You are like the pine tree branch high enough

to never know the winter's frost.

by Chungdam Sa (sixth century, Korea)

trans. by Craig Shoemake & Kang Young-ok

“In Praise of Ki Parang”: A Commentary

by Craig Shoemake

        The obvious first question when reading this poem is "Who was Ki Parang?"  The answer requires a little understanding of Korean history, which begins around the time of Christ with the Three Kingdoms Period.  During that time three major kingdoms dominated the peninsula: Shilla, Koguryo, and Baekje.  Shilla eventually conquered the other two and laid the foundations of Korean culture.  Out of Shilla's early noble class there emerged an elite band of warriors who underwent special training, including meditative retreats on sacred  mountains.  These warriors were the Hwarang, or Flower Knights, who embodied the ancient Korean ideals of chivalry, spirituality and martial prowess.  They were the core of Shilla's military strength and their ranks supplied many of Shilla's great heroes before its unification of the peninsula.  Ki Parang was a member of the Hwarang.

        History did not record the specifics of his life.  We know only that he was a Hwarang and, judging by this tribute to him, certainly a man of noble character.  The poem's author compares him to the moon--a symbol of spiritual enlightenment in the Orient--that stands aloof from the clouds of fleeting passions.  We can therefore guess that Ki Parang was a man of high integrity and known for his wisdom, both practically--in the fields of warfare and leadership--and spiritually.  His reflection in a "pure blue stream" suggests that his virtue shown widely, and many aspired to follow him.  This would include the writer, who humbly refers to himself as a mere "pebble by the stream" of Ki Parang.  So aloof from worldliness was he that the writer considered him like a "pine tree branch" untouched by winter's ravaging, another sign of his detachment.

        This is all we know of Ki Parang.  Exactly when he was born, the precise circumstances of his life, whether he attained any office and how he passed away--all these facts are lost to us.  Fortunately, we do have a very good poem that stands as a reminder to any who read it of a time when human ideals and values were perhaps a little more lofty.  While this may seem a romanticized notion of a long gone era, the thought of a great man can still encourage us to better ourselves.

SPICE

It's all of this:

heaven and hell and blue corn skies,

and the girl who sings to herself on the bus.

It's all of the above and below--

the risen windows of my eyes,

the turned and tucked corners of my bed.

It's everything in between my hands,

and what's wrapped up in life's gray matter.

I've puzzled over it:

this Spice which sets the fire

that lights unconquered skies.

How do the heavens turn on a single point?

Where do all the winds have their origin?

I've snuck these thoughts through weeds and fences.

I've checked their cartridge counts--

my soul is fully loaded.

I've eaten well in the midst of famines,

and still I call it by its name:  Spice,

the Unheard, the Unseen, the Unknown.

I cannot grasp this thing by words:

its true nature eludes me.

But I twist in the desire of my expressions,

and so I cannot help but write them.

They say I'll know when I believe,

but I say I'll believe when I know.

The faithful have sung and argued

trying to convince me,

but such iconoclasm as I have proudly spewed,

one doubts my salvation by orthodox means.

No.  I'll take Spice,

which says hell! to standardized heavens

and proclaims its own rule of justice:

"You are responsible for your own goodness."

All things originate in Mind

and find completion in the hands 

of those who choose, and I have chosen--

Spice.  My refuge.  My seal.

My warrant to trespass 

into the future that I create.

THE LAST SHORE

(or, Requiem For A Captain)

The sea, the gray, the years,

the rolling waves of foam and spray--

I have known them.

I have stood my time

and listened to the tiny cries of life

amid the restless million miles.

Now I shall sail from this, the last shore.

Standing here, I wonder,

will my death board the ship

and cross the waves with me?

Yes.  I can feel him even now,

tugging on my sleeve,

waiting to set sail with me.

I can see the long night's coming shadow

wing its way over the waters to me,

and I know I cannot run.

Too many battles,

too many passing faces I have seen;

I am weighted down by them.

Now they shimmer on the waves 

like reflections of all my yesterdays.

They gleam and float

and pass into the shadows,

sung to sleep by the ocean's gentle song,

and this, above all else,

is my peace and my consolation.

For I do not fear this night.

I do not dread its stillness.

I will embark with the evening tide,

and somewhere out at sea,

when I am dead, my shipmates

will bury me beneath the waves,

and the eyes of my spirit will turn up

and watch the foam receding far above.

That is the fate of a mariner, 

of one who is wedded to the sea.

So I will drink in its proffered freedom,

for it has been my life and teacher 

for these many years,

and what else can I trust?

A captain has just this:

his ship, his men, the waters 

and his freedom.

Now I claim this last for all time,

and leaving this dim shore

will come not again to port.

WAITING

We met in a place so far away

there is no remembrance of it.

Only the image, blurred and ragged,

of daisies in a rain-soaked field.

In the stories I recall

your life passed through mine

like a tempest through the grass,

and fate shook us like a child's trembling lips.

I left my home for you

and lost its memory in the tall grass

of a foreign country--

but I cannot forget your face.

You who blessed me,

like a mystery virgin priestess.

You who loved me like a young bride.

You who died so many years ago,

I cannot count the time.

And in your long and lonely absence

I have often wondered in my dreams:

Can you come again to me, my love?

Can you wander out of Death's kingdom

and ride the zephyrs to my door?

Even now, I can hear the whispers from the West;

I wonder what they are telling me.

What if I unlock the door, my love?

What if I open the eyes of my soul?

What if I call your name in the night?

Can you cross the gulf of worlds to me

and tryst with me again, my love?

From far away the wild gale comes rushing--

I await you. 

LIKE A BABE AMONG THE RUINS

I pray there is a heaven

for those who feel too much;

a refuge for those who

remember what is best forgotten;

an elixir for those who

love beyond their means.

We are such fragile vessels

and the spirits we convey

overwhelm our mortal shells.

The best of us are broken

long before their time,

and we who carry a lesser draft

can but sing of love's eternity,

though we know it not in truth.

Ah, I wish the gods had made us 

a little more like themselves:

to feel but not to suffer;

to live but not to die;

to love but not to lose.

For I am but a man,

wrought from clay and unredeemed;

I reached up to touch the sky

but fell headlong, and now I lie

like a babe among the ruins,

these sharp and pain-filled ruins,

the ruins we call love.

PHILOS AETERNALIS

After a long day’s silent hours,

when the shadows in my room whip me with their loneliness,

I search inside myself for you, my once beloved, never forgotten.

In a ragged corner of my heart I find you—

my secret gathered center—

eye of my essence—

who are all the lost gardens I have ever dreamed of.

In the stories I recall your life passed through mine—

a tempest through the grass—

and fate shook us like a child’s trembling lips.

Together we gathered a dream and drank the drafts of seraphim—

drafts brewed from ecstasy and spiritual copulations.

Still, I have not tasted the ambrosia of your womb.

Now I want only to know:   Why?
Over the distance of how many lives

have we hewn this crooked stone?

See—desire—confess—acknowledge—entangle and tear asunder.

Now I cannot beg your favors,

I cannot suck your bosoms of delight. 

I, lover steadfast behind years of closed doors in dark rooms—

I still yearn to celebrate with you a life ensconced in Eros.

To reach—ignite—flood and ride—

ride to Love’s last devouring place:


PHILOS AETERNALIS.

I have sworn a pact with the devil of myself to never be denied.

Oh, Fortuna, love reign o’er me—

skies of radiance, baptize me.

An angel shot me with a burning arrow

and my obsession is the bearer of your name.

You are the angel—the Devil and the Redeemer.

If only I had known this, if only you had told me:

what eon’s ecstasy of knowledge and delight could we have shared?


PHILOS AETERNALIS.
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Wanting                        

8/93

Wondering                      

8/93

Mistress                        

8/93

Homecoming                    

8/93

Pilgrim                         

9/93

Doors Into Dark Rooms          
9/93

Words To One Beloved          
9/93

Lines On Eternity               

9/93

I Have Sometimes Wondered    
10/93

A Friend                        

11/93

Next To Eden                  

11/93

I Would Dream                 

1/95

Life Has No End In Mind       
3/96

An Elegy For My Sister         

12/96

In Praise of Ki Parang          

2/97

Spice                           


5/97

The Last Shore                 

12/97

Like A Babe Among the Ruins 
1/98

Philos Aeternalis                

2/98

