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This study adopts a comparative literary approach to two well-known poems 

poet John Keats. In both poems the solitary speaker is responding to the bird’s 
song, but an intertextual reading of  the two works reveals far more than this 
obvious similarity in the ways that deepen our understanding of  their texts. 
Densely intertextual in itself, the text of  each poem is a mixture of  earlier texts 
which include the works of  literature, historical sources, and literary or cultural 

As illustrated by the depictions of  Ruth and Ch’unhyang, a creative side do 

process have. In addition, the relationship between aspirations to death and the 
experience of  beauty turns out to be paradoxical in both poems, which is an 
effect of  intertextuality. While engaging creatively and intertextually in Keats’s 

Korean poetry.
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Keywords

The Intertextuality of  Korean Romanticism

The Korean literature of  the Japanese colonial era (1910-45) was inherently comparative, 
since it blended past and present, the East and the West, and Korean literary conventions and 

by transposing Western literary discourses into their own. One of  the Western traditions upon 

on Korean poetry in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Indeed, the presence of  Romanticism in early 
modern Korean poetry has attracted a lot of  critical controversy among scholars, especially since 

), Kim 
), and 

translation or at Japanese universities where they studied English literature. This experience 
1

1 Here it might be appropriate to provide a comprehensive review of  the previous studies on the Romantic 

, published in 

minyoship’a, a term invented by 
the author) in the 1920’s cannot be described in terms other than those of  Romanticism (154). According to O 

belief  that they are embodying the Korean spirit (what they called ) in their ballads; these nationalist 
sentiments about the composition of  literary ballads were also expressed by some late-eighteenth-century 

Volks Geist in 
Han’guk 

Han’guk 
 explores a different Romantic dimension of  the poetry of  the 1920’s from O 

Sanghwa (
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The present study suggests that the idea of  intertextuality, a term coined by the Bulgarian-
French critic Julia Kristeva in 1966, is key to understanding the relationship between Korean 
poetry in the early twentieth century and the works of  English Romanticism. Having gained 
in huge popularity among humanities researchers, intertextuality in the usual sense of  the 
word denotes interconnectedness among literary texts, the notion that any text is made up of  
an intersection of  earlier texts. No text from history, to put it simply, can be deemed to be 

elements are susceptible of  being applied to the concrete poetic text. We will call this 
space intertextual. Within intertextuality, the poetic enunciation itself  is a sub-group 

crossing point of  many codes (at least two) which are found in a relation of  negation, 
one in connection to the other.2

An element in the poem’s meaning is, to paraphrase Kristeva, overlaid with meanings from 

broadens the discussion to the 1930’s, 
) and Im Hwa ( ) 

put it another way, Romantic aspirations towards unattainable dreams proved to be the strong attraction they felt 

, makes an important point that an encounter 
with Romanticism led to the emergence of  aesthetic modernity in Korean literature (243). According to Yi 

involved embracing eagerly the concept of  artistic autonomy, hence an isolated, autonomous individual 
becoming the ideal type of  artist. Indeed, Yi’s book is the lengthiest examination of  Korean Romanticism to 

examines the Romantic 
) and others. 

embraced by the poets of  Paekcho
symbolism; 2) Romantic idealism among writers such as Chu Yohan (
revolutionarism rooted in national consciousness. These trends continued in the 1930’s, pronounced in the 

2 Séméiôtiké: recherches pour une sémanalyse The Literary Theory 
Toolkit: A Compendium of  Concepts and Methods (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 84. The quoted passage is from 

Séméiôtiké
of  this essay. As such, I have quoted from Rapaport’s English translation of  the passage.

67



other kinds of  discourses. Thus the poem’s text is likely to create a multiple textual space 
whose elements can be interconnected in terms of  the poetic meaning. This multiple space 
is called the intertextual. Kristeva continues to argue that the poetic text should be viewed 
as the site for a complex interaction of  codes. The term code here refers, to borrow the 
wording of  Herman Rapaport, to “the system of  signs into which a message is translated 

3 Out of  the interaction between these codes, which 
negate each other to some degree, does meaning emerge.

Many of  the poems composed by Korean writers involved in the Romantic movement of  
the 1920’s and 30’s appear to have an intertextual relationship with English Romantic poems. 
Romanticism, it seems, inspired the most sterling examples of  intertextuality in colonial-era 

region of  Korea), he crossed to Japan at the age of  18 and enrolled in the English department 
of  Aoyama Gakuin in Tokyo. While many other poets in Korea read English poems only in 
translation, he was privileged to appreciate them in the original. He is said to have enjoyed 

4 This raises the possibility that 
his absorption of  Keats’s aesthetic poetics played an important role in the development of  
his lyricism.

A Comparative Intertextual Approach to the Image of  the Bird

cuckoo is, I would argue, a reimagining of  the nightingale that is the subject of  Keats’s “Ode 

lyric tradition. The cuckoo has traditionally been used in Korean literature as a medium 
for releasing pent-up emotions of  han ( ), a Korean concept whose rough equivalent in 
English is sorrow or resentment. The present study sets out to investigate intertextually how 

3 Rapaport, The Literary Theory Toolkit, 85.
4 Endymion elaborates the story of  the shepherd named Endymion, who is beloved by the 

, 
whereas the following poems are printed vertically.
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5

Keats’s odes of  1819 including this one represent the pinnacle of  British Romantic poetry. 

6 The great critical acclaim that the ode dedicated 
to a nightingale has won, in particular, derives from a combination of  musical, evocative 

7 In addition, the themes 

would have read the Nightingale ode when studying at Aoyama Gakuin. There is a passing 

skylark]: “Was I intoxicated by the nightingale of  Keats, though I am yet to be delighted at 
the solitary humming of  a young girl in the plowed rows, who once inspired Wordsworth 

8 Given that 

not have avoided comparing the poem he was writing to Keats’s. As Ben Hutchinson has 
noted, comparing literatures occurs “already during the process of  composition, in the mind 

9

The two poems invite meaningful comparison in that they both are recording the 
speaker’s emotional response to the singing bird. The image of  the singing bird, to which 
many differing responses have been written across languages, acts as a leitmotif  providing, 

10 Aside from this shared image, what 

canonical status each has achieved in national literary history (i.e. they are renowned poems) 

be understood in intertextual terms. In the comparative argument to be constructed in this 
article, the two works are perceived to be mutually enlightening poems, whose relationship 

5 An ode is a poem or song composed in order to glorify or praise a thing or person. It originated in ancient 
The Bedford Glossary of  Critical 

and Literary Terms, 3rd ed. (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2009), 352.
6 Helen Vendler, The Odes of  John Keats
7 ababcdecde, a combination of  the Shakespearean sonnet (its 

opening quatrain with abab cdecde).
8 

Kim Haktong, “

9 Ben Hutchinson, Comparative Literature: A Very Short Introduction
10 Hutchinson, Comparative Literature, 17.
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In much the same vein, Hutchinson’s following description of  the agenda of  comparative 

11 The cross-linguistic 
connections that we make when reading the two poems, Korean and English each, enable us 

largely upon its relations to these texts. We will see what textual meaning emerges from the 
intertextual relationship between the two poetic texts. This essay will carefully comb through 
each poem for echoes of  earlier texts, such as allusions, style, imagery and structure. The 

level (this is the traditional notion of  close reading) but also, more importantly, “the broader 
12 This comparative 

several obvious similarities between the two poems. (One glaringly obvious similarity is the 
inclusion of  the bird’s name in the poem’s title.) However, they have tended to mention Keats 
only in passing; none of  them offers a comparative close reading of  the poems.13 In my view, 

11 Hutchinson, Comparative Literature, 5.
12 Hutchinson, Comparative Literature, 31.
13 

himself, Kim notes that a cuckoo and a nightingale have established a high reputation in Eastern and Western 
literature, respectively, as a bird whose beautiful song is tinged with deep sadness. From Kim’s perspective, 

traditional Eastern view of  the cuckoo. As will be demonstrated later, I disagree with him on this point. Kim 

 is a collection of  essays doing comparative literary 

Yun provides his own Korean translation of  the ode, which means that he has a high level of  understanding of  
the original text of  the ode. However, his discussion of  the two poems is not as comparative as it purports to 

poetry in his 

, 76-79.
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pieces also allows for an examination of  the ways in which the relationship between them is 

14 I believe that my own in-betweenness, 
which arises from the fact that I am a native Korean scholar who has long studied English 
Romantic poetry, creates favorable conditions for this comparative project. 

The Bird’s Song and the Pursuit of  Pure Poetry

infatuation with Keatsian imagery and themes, and furthermore, highlight the creative 

Little bird, weary of  a lifetime in rancor and sorrow,
you cough blood after singing, then swallow it again;
you came to this world to delve deep into sorrow by blood,
your tears have endlessly clouded a myriad ages.
This southern region is secluded, you can hide in exile;

makes infant stars at the sky’s edge shudder.15

16 (ll. 1-8)

14 Hutchinson, Comparative Literature, 82.
15 Until Peonies 

16 Toltame 
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As was indicated earlier, the cuckoo has traditionally formed a close association with han.17 
And by dedicating an odal hymn to the nightingale, Keats conforms to an old convention in 
Western lyric poetry, too: that is, referencing to the nightingale and its song, depicted as both 

conventions which forms the fabric of  literary discourse in which each was writing; their 
works are part of  a continuum of  their national literary histories. 

However, Keats refuses concession to the customary practice of  associating the 

literary and artistic works since the Roman poet Ovid, who gave a detailed (and graphic) 
account of  the princess’ misfortunes in his Metamorphoses.18

19 

20 Keats indeed makes it clear that his nightingale has 

a tree nymph or spirit, the nightingale is felt to be, to borrow Vendler’s words, only “faintly 
21

in which he engages with literary tradition. While following in mainstream tradition, Keats 
has no hesitation in deviating from the classical source. His reception of  tradition should 

representation of  the nightingale makes room for enriching the intertextuality of  the ode, 

han. 
Weary of  rancor and sorrow, the cuckoo is not an entity removed from mortal reality.

17 

, no. 36 (2010): 308-22.
18 See Ovid, Metamorphoses
19 The Cambridge Companion to Keats, ed. Susan J. Wolfson (New York: 

20 Vendler, The Odes of  John Keats, 82.
21 Vendler, The Odes of  John Keats, 82.
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One important commonality of  the cuckoo and the nightingale, however, is that the 
bird serves as a vehicle for the poetic imagination, a symbol of  the eternal power of  song or 

for a start, describes the cuckoo as engaging in artistic activity, which is in actual fact the 

the cuckoo as natural artist is engraving, in the poet’s imagination, his people’s heartache and 

on the poet’s imagination. It even seems to represent the imagination itself. As Vendler has 

which the human poet aspires to become22; this is a valid point that can be also made about 
the cuckoo, which is portrayed as a natural engraver of  sorrow. The nightingale, Vendler 

23 This remark by Vendler helps to 

poetry), in the early 1930’s.24

1935.) Simunhak was a reaction against nationalist or leftist writers of  the time: the former 
saw literature as a tool for championing the nationalist cause, and the latter believed that 
literature should serve sociopolitical purposes, ultimately fomenting a proletarian revolution. 
Opposed to ideological agenda advanced in leftist or nationalist literature, the Shimunhak 

25 To them, 
leftist or nationalist literature was impure in the sense of  being exaggeratedly purposeful. The 

beauty, many of  their poems related an experience of  intense aesthetic pleasure.

with Korean han, may have been the impossibility of  assuming an ideological stance on its 
song. As a wild creature of  the forest, the cuckoo resists any urge to add to its spontaneous 
song social and political dimensions. To repeat Vendler’s phrase, the music of  the cuckoo 

unaware of  its audience and hence foils any of  their attempts to build ideological content 
out of  its carefree and beautiful song. The solitary cuckoo retaining its aesthetic autonomy 

imposed isolation.26 His stress on pure self-expression, whose quintessential example is the 

22 Vendler, The Odes of  John Keats, 81.
23 Vendler, The Odes of  John Keats, 81.
24 . See 234-86.
25 A History of  Korean Literature
26 
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spontaneous natural song of  the cuckoo, in the pursuit of  pure poetry explains the reason 
that, as Lee had noticed, the most frequently occurring words in his entire oeuvre are “heart/

27 Such emphasis he lays on the importance of  subjective experience 

28 From his viewpoint, the ideal type of  artist is an isolated, 

way, a commitment to pure poetry freed of  literary didacticism or political propaganda. His 
focus on the aesthetically satisfying experience that poetry brings is central to the sunsushi 

Three Figures Hearing the Immortal Song of  the Bird

To return to the discussion of  the cuckoo’s self-expression, time and space in which the 
birdsong is heard is enormously expanded in the poem’s text. This is a Keastian setting, 

making distant stars tremble. This spatial expansion of  the bird’s song is coupled with an 
expansion of  time, which actually is more elaborately imagined in the poem than the spatial 

endlessly clouded a myriad ages

too, and it is interesting that both of  the poetic speakers track the song of  the bird backward 

27 Lee, A History of  Korean Literature, 362.
28 , 246.
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Since your anguish makes every red heart wither then bloom,
could Ch’unhyang avoid death in prison in highest spring?
In ancient times a child king set out from the palace,
wept all alone in a mountain valley, then followed you
and on the south coast opposite Gogeum Island, on a bitter homeward path
the sound of  a galloping pony came to a halt, wearied

 (ll. 17-24)

Envisioned as a form of  permanence, the cuckoo exists beyond the limits of  our own 

cuckoo in the distance, a plaintive song that arouses a fervent desire for death in their minds: 

was forced into exile after being deposed; and last, a scholar who has forcibly been exiled to a 

29 Now, the following is the penultimate 

Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird! 
No hungry generations tread thee down; 
The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

29 : 
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In ancient days by emperor and clown: 

Through the sad heart of  Ruth, when, sick for home, 
She stood in tears amid the alien corn; 
The same that oft-times hath 
Charm’d magic casements, opening on the foam 
Of  perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. (ll. 61-70)30

 
Keats’s nightingale is also imagined singing, as he puts it, to the countless “hungry 

the Old Testament of  the Bible; and thirdly, to someone in a medieval romance who looks 
 As has the 

Keats’s bird remains as friend to those who hear its voice. The nightingale, to borrow the 
words of  John Strachan, “embodies the possibility of  aesthetic consolation in the face of  

31

This difference between the two birds will be further explored later. For now, it is 

a series of  dramatic moments in which each someone is overcome with powerful emotions 
while hearing the music of  the bird. The diagram below illustrates this point graphically.

emperor and clown Ch’unhyang

Ruth child king (Tanchong)

someone in a 
medieval romance

schoar sent into 
exile

30 John Keats: The Complete Poems (Harmondsworth, 

31 John Strachan, ed., The Poems of  John Keats, Routledge Guides to Literature (New York: Routledge, 2003), 146.
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What is particularly interesting here is parallels between Ruth and Ch’unhyang, both of  whom 

is deeply moved by the birdsong, but in far different ways. Ch’unhyang is the main character 
of  one of  the most popular love stories in Korea. In this story, Yi Mongnyong, the son of  

remain faithful to him, yet a new magistrate, a corrupt and lecherous man, throws her into 
prison when she keeps refusing his demand that she sleep with him. On the day she is to 

arrests the magistrate and rescues Ch’unhyang. The couple lives happily ever after. Yet 

led to death by the anguished wail of  the cuckoo. The bird’s song full of  sorrow and anguish 

original tale, Ch’unhyang is happily reunited with her betrothed after enduring ordeal at the 

revision has a tragic ending. Ch’unhyang’s single-hearted love for the man she was engaged 
to, in his version of  the story, fades as she takes the crying of  the cuckoo as an invitation to 
death. Through death, she achieves an imaginative union with the bird.

Wretched Ch’unhyang collapsed again early the next day
and never woke again. The cuckoo called in vain.
She had seen her love, so no bitterness remained
but she believed there was no hope that she could be saved, so her body lost all its vital 
powers.
After revealing his identity, the secret inspector weeps, holding Ch’unhyang’s body.

Ah, such singleness of  heart!32

 (ll. 43-49)33 

32 Until Peonies Bloom, 101, 103.
33 Kim Haktong, , 89.
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seeing Mongnyong, who was appointed as secret inspector and so disguised himself  as a 
beggar. Ch’unhyang’s death results from the conviction that her hopes of  being rescued by 
him have been shattered. The cuckoo appears here, too. It still sings to Ch’unhyang, but “in 

above-quoted poem, it is Ch’unhyang who has ears in vain. The bird is unaware that one of  

34

of  its listening audiences with a burning desire for death. The same kind of  rewriting a 
well-known story is witnessed in Keats’s poem, too. The scene featuring the biblical Ruth, 

35

tale. As Waldoff  observes, the Ruth of  the Bible left her homeland of  her own free will 
to accompany her mother-in-law to Judea. It thus seems unlikely, in his view, that she felt 

(l. 67).36 Still, Keats pictures Ruth as shedding tears of  homesickness when she listens to 
the nightingale’s song, which, as he beautifully puts it, “found a path / Through [her] sad 

are presented as the audience of  the bird, an imaginary scene not found in the original tale. 

with Keats's depiction of  Ruth. Besides radical revisions to the original version of  the story 

both are doubly excluded from the mainstream of  society. They are women, and moreover, 
they have outsider status. Ruth is a gentile living among Jews, and Ch’unhyang is a daughter 
of  a courtesan. Their underprivileged status as outsiders might have attracted Keats and 

Colonial Korea. They felt like outsiders in their societies, so it seems not far-fetched to argue 
that they had a deep empathy with the two women.

34 

: 

35 Romanticism: A Critical Reader, ed. Duncan Wu 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 313.

36 For details of  Ruth’s story, see The Book of  Ruth in , ed. 
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37 The bird sings joyfully to an emperor and a clown alike; it is completely 

the story of  Ch’unhyang since there are big class differences between the female character 

music possesses the quality of  democratic diffusion, too, in that the music is equally audible 
to Ch’unhyang, a woman of  low social standing, and a child king, who historically refers to 

at the age of  11, but after a few years, he was deposed by his ambitious uncle, who became 

Tanchong, a child king, as weeping at his place of  exile and then following the cuckoo to the 
world beyond. The child succumbs to the temptation of  the bird, which is represented as an 
envoy from the world of  the dead. Do these lines imply that Tanchong committed suicide 
hearing the wail of  the bird, although in actual history he was put to death by his successor? 

an imaginative intervention in inherited material.

of  the one to the other is also intertextual. Beth Lau alleges that Keats’s ode as a whole 
38

latter two scenes are made up of  existing literary sources: The Bible and medieval romance. 

stories about Ch’unhyang and Tanchong. The reference to the scholar in forced exile on 

and Ch’unhyang in relation to their respective contexts. 

37 Vendler, The Odes of  Keats, 94.
38 The Oxford Handbook of  British Romanticism, ed. David Duff  (New York: 
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Additionally, the two poets creatively rewrite elements from earlier texts, as demonstrated 

land of  the dead) and the nightingale as comforting presence to the despondent audience. 

own voice within Korean poetic tradition. The reception of  Keats in his poetic practice 

39

encourage us to read the former poem through the latter and vice versa. In other words, we 

as the endless possibilities the latter opens up for establishing new textual relations across 

and tapped into them for composition.

The Paradox between Death Wish and Beauty

Another common, important thread for linking the two poems is the paradoxical nature of  
the relationship between death wish and aesthetic experience in them. This section traces 
this thread of  intertextuality. From my perspective, to begin with, a deeply pessimistic mood 

simply a private symbol of  poetry and the imagination in the same way the nightingale was 
to Keats; the bird is also presented as speaking to all Korean people groaning under colonial 

han.40 Accordingly, it is 
han. 

bird’s music. 

39 Toril Moi, ed., The Kristeva Reader
40 

himself  and moreover, represents the miserable lives of  Korean people (215).
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So the poet laments, associating the birdsong with the idea of  death, in the second 

Tears pooling and pooling late at night for so many years

songs from the beyond that echo near in this dawn full of  fear,
death’s boastful voice circling the foot of  the city walls.
The moonlight, that pale lantern sobbing to win hearts, is going.
The long-since emaciated, gaunt heart likewise goes.

 (ll. 9-16)

funeral procession, at the crack of  dawn. To him, the dirge sounds as if  it is an eerie echo 
of  the cuckoo’s song, and with the former merging with the latter, the cuckoo emerges as 
a messenger from the Underworld. Its song strikes the primal fear of  death into the heart 

, contains the letter  ( ), which usually translates 

, whose last letter is , not .41 
Thus, the speaker’s adopting of  the local dialect (which ends with ) seems intentional. 

 connotes affection for death. The song of  the cuckoo apparently lures the speaker into 

boast of  having prevailed over life in the end. The birdsong, or the dirge, announces death’s 

wish but to be soon released from painful reality. He aspires to enter the realm of  death in the 

41 , 242.
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company of  the moon, which has turned pale as it hears the cuckoo’s sad song. The Korean 
word  (l. 16) harbors a burning desire to leave the human world which its English 

This coupling of  death wish with the birdsong can be traced to Keats’s ode. In its 

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time 
I have been half  in love with easeful Death, 
Call’d him soft names in many a mused rhyme, 
To take into the air my quiet breath; 
Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 
To cease upon the midnight with no pain, 
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 
In such an ecstasy! 

To thy high requiem become a sod. (ll. 51-60)

In Leon Waldoff ’s analysis, death here serves as “a metaphor for a state of  mind in which 
42 This 

gulps wine to forget all the unpleasant realities he confronts. Yet he knows well that the 

a higher consciousness of  all the anguish and pain inside him, and for this reason, he writes 
that he grew weary from drinking the wine served by the cuckoo. For the poet, death is the 
ultimate escape from the world of  reality. William Flesch has indicated in his reading of  

43

having become intoxicated by the han-ful song of  the cuckoo, also wants to remove himself  

quite forget
added). Both poems draw this analogy between the bird’s song and alcohol based on their 
effect being relegating the listener/drinker to oblivion.

42 
43 William Flesch,  (New York: Facts on File, 2009), 276.
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of  this paradox is another important characteristic of  the poem’s interdependence with its 

Without your song, this world is so sorrowful, so wracked;
early in spring as the groves become green, the grass is fragrant;
seeing the pitiful bright darkness as the crescent moon hangs from slender bamboo 
leaves
you tremble, on the verge of  tears, feeling pity;
if  you did not sing, you would surely die, oh, anguished spirit.

and gently vague mountain ranges draw back,
little villages suddenly wake.

. (ll. 25-32)

As the speaker’s awareness of  pain and suffering in the mortal world increases, hence his 

reminders from the cuckoo, it looks obvious to him that “this world is so sorrowful, so 

the beauty and freshness of  the physical world surrounding the cuckoo: the greenness of  the 
grove, the watery fragrance of  the grass, a crescent moon on the tip of  bamboo, the fall of  

range of  aesthetic experience while embracing the idea of  dying as release from pain and 

by the beauty of  his poetic language. This beauty is generally acknowledged to come from 
the poet’s skillful use of  the local dialect and the natural rhythm of  his language. According 
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it is not that he uses language rhythmically.44

already “[has] been half  in love with easeful Death / Call’d him soft names in many a mused 

claim his life in February 1820. Having witnessed the untimely deaths of  his parents as well 

condition. Hearing the ecstatic song of  the bird, Keats falls into a trance, and now, he says, it 

45 However, just as he sees himself  dead, Keats becomes 

aesthetic pleasure as well. The song the nightingale is pouring forth in ecstasy would reach his 

for the poet. This is one of  the deepest paradoxes of  life that Keats is confronted with. As 
46

To explain this paradox in detail, the exquisite beauty of  the nightingale’s song instills 
an even stronger desire for death in him than before, who has long mused upon death as the 

to listen with rapture to the bird’s song, which initially strengthened his wish to gain freedom 
from the pain of  human existence through death. Indeed, death would render beauty and 

the words of  Flesch again, “the worst thing about death is the loss of  contact with beauty 
47 John Blades makes the same point in the following remark: “No matter what 

release or escape death may hold out to [the poet’s] troubled spirit it would also preclude the 
48 To die is to be deprived of  all chances 

44 Pigyo Han’guk’ak 24, no. 2 
(2016): 90.

45 Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company: A Reading of  English Romantic Poetry, A Revised and Enlarged Edition 

46 Flesch, The Facts on File Companion to British Poetry, 277.
47 Flesch, The Facts on File Companion to British Poetry, 276.
48 John Blades, John Keats: The Poems
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from the mortal poet. As Stuart Sperry rightly claims, “Rather than uniting the earthly and 
49 The poet’s self-

all its disappointment and despair, he is distanced from the bird’s melody, which “moves via 
50 There is indeed the 

unbridgeable gap between the poet’s world and the nightingale’s.

aesthetic appreciation of  the world while desiring death as a means of  leaving its bitter realities; 

death wish, which has grown stronger as he becomes conscious of  the harshness of  reality. 

where death he has yearned for turns out to be the loss of  all access to aesthetic delight as 

him. This paradoxical relationship between desire for death and the experience of  beauty 
observed in both poems can be perceived as the effect of  intertextuality. Keats’s discourse 

signifying process’ ability to pass from one sign system to another, to exchange and permutate 
51 Kristeva is known to have favored the term transposition over intertextuality, 

Graham Allen explains, because of  the possibility that intertextuality may be misunderstood 
52 

53, thereby devising a new way to explore the paradox 
about beauty and death within the historical context of  Japanese occupation. The passage of  
this paradox from a nineteenth-century English poem to a twentieth-century Korean poem 

a craving for death and aesthetic consciousness.

key aesthetic ideas. He coined the phrase to describe the capacity to tolerate “uncertainties, 

49 Stuart M. Sperry, Keats the Poet
50 Blades, John Keats: The Poems, 107.
51 Moi, The Kristeva Reader, 112.
52 Graham Allen, Intertextuality, 3rd ed., The New Critical Idiom Series (New York: Routledge, 2021), 52.
53 Allen, Intertextuality, 52.
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54 Here Keats insists 
upon embracing uncertainty and the unknown in the pursuit of  aesthetic values, without 
resort to the language of  logical reasoning. This mental ability is an essential attribute for 

the terms of  Frederick Burwick, this capacity enables its possessor to “experience phenomena 
55

characteristics of  negative capability. For convenience, the lines are quoted again here: 

can be understood in either way. The alternative reading describes something of  a mystery 

this kind of  a mysterious phenomenon is repeated in the two lines that follow: a range 
of  distant mountains moves backwards, lightly, as if  surprised by the crying cuckoo, and 
villages (rather than a few people) wakes to that sound. With its supernatural powers over 
the surroundings, the cuckoo remains shrouded in mystery, something beyond the reach of  

surrounding the cuckoo leads to the composition of  extraordinarily beautiful lines in which 
the poem culminates. The dreamlike scenes unfolding here violate every physical principle, 
but they contain what the poet perceives as aesthetic truths. The state of  negative capability 
allows him to have a heightened perception of  beauty. Though having addressed to the 
cuckoo for nearly 30 lines, the poet feels as though the bird was still beyond his intellectual 
grasp. Instead of  becoming irritated, however, he accepts his human limitations and explores 

as a springboard for a new vision of  poetic beauty, to repeat Burwick’s words quoted earlier, 

Conclusion

The present study has been detecting the traces of  the English Romantic poet John Keats in 

works of  literature, historical events, and literary or cultural conventions. Having interwoven 
references to these sources in its text, each poem is, to quote Kristeva’s phrase, “a mosaic 

54 Robert Gittings, ed., Letters of  John Keats
55 Frederick Burwick,  (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 195.
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56 So 
viewed, each poem in itself  is extraordinarily rich in intertextuality. Not only this, but the two 

from the presence of  the solitary speaker addressing the singing bird, which is a repeatedly 
recurring image in the literatures of  both East Asia and the West, an intertextual account of  
the two poems offered in this study argued two major points. First, there is the noteworthy 

Ch’unhyang, both of  them being women from an underprivileged background; and the 

the original source. Another point raised in the earlier account of  intertextuality was the 

the awful truth that his country no longer exists. The transmission of  this paradox from 

understanding of  both poems. It brings a refreshing perspective to both the earlier and 
the later works. By reading the former through the latter, we come to comprehend more 

relations to other works that have contributed to its creation as well as to those that succeed 
it. With its huge potential for expanding this network across time periods and languages, 

57 

and literature. When compared to the Nightingale ode, these sources, however, reveal their 
intertextual debt to the ode, thereby producing new meaning that is valid only in relation to 
the English ode. Viewed from the standpoint of  intertextuality, moreover, aestheticism for 

of  pure poetry is informed by Keats’s focus on poetry as the expression of  aesthetic truths. 

56 Moi, The Kristeva Reader, 37.
57 The German poet Goethe invented the concept of  Weltliteratur. For detailed discussions of  world literature, 

see Hutchinson, Comparative Literature, 56-64; and Darío Villanueva, “Comparative Literature and the Future 

Saussy, and Darío Villanueva (New York: Routledge, 2014), 1-19.
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in the very letter in which he introduced the concept of  negative capability.58 Examined in 

bird is responsible for mysterious incidents acquires a distinct aesthetic dimension.

59 There is no literary text, Darío Villanueva 
60 The task of  comparing literary 

artifacts from different times and cultures being undertaken in this essay makes it evident that 

short, past and present being compressed into an intertextual body.61 To argue beyond the 
scope of  the current study, intertextuality was inherent in early modern Korean poetry. The 
birth and development of  modern poetry in Colonial Korea was bound up with active and 

and transformation of  Keats.

58 Gittings, Letters of  John Keats, 43.
59 Allen, Intertextuality, 37.
60 
61
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