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Introduction

We become most aware of  the loneliness of  our human bodies when we allow ourselves to 
daydream beyond their limits. Imagining what it is like to be a bat, as one famous work of  
philosophy muses, or to have ten eyes rather than two, or a detachable nose, or to be my best 

experience. What would it be like to be a planet? What might perception feel like, unbound 
from the neurology of  the body as we know it? Rather than endure the torture of  thinking 
about all the possibilities our frail little bodies foreclose from second to second, most of  us 
choose to ignore the topic altogether. 

The poetry of  Shin Hae-uk (Sin Haeuk 

committed to waking up her fellow human beings to their isolation from the full range of  
people and objects around them. Loneliness smolders under these words, but only because 

loneliness. Have you ever imagined what it is like to have the ears of  the house you were born 

body, but also fear for its safety? Then these poems want you to know you are not alone—or, 
perhaps, they want to be alone, together, with you. 

Korean critics and fellow poets have found in Shin Hae-uk’s work a vibrant philosophical 
consciousness. Kim Juwon , in a 2021 essay for the journal 

 that won ’s (   
literary criticism, discerns in Shin’s thought experiments a form of  post-humanism, an 
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University. 
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disorienting at points, an effect that is part of  the way Shin’s poetry pushes at the limits of  the 
self. On top of  all this, Shin’s poems are full of  jagged corners and sudden left turns. Their 
language swerves from slangy to plaintive, sarcastic to elegant, electric to blue—sometimes 

its ambition to experiment. Shin Hae-uk, for all her plain-spokenness, stands in the vanguard. 
Shin is innovating not just within the forms and culture of  contemporary Korean verse, 

but in ways that challenge both contemporary poetry in the English-speaking world as well as 
how it views Korean poetry. Compared with the level of  abstraction, imagism, and cultivated 
eccentricity tolerated—sometimes to excess—in the closing decades of  the twentieth century, 

lushness syntactic and lexical that has made it hard for translated poetry that does not share 

Kim Jiha (Kim 
Chiha ernational  Nobel aspirations and, more 
recently, Kim Hyesoon’s (Kim Hyesun 

more cerebral than visceral. She stands to offer poetry worldwide so much, if  readers—and 
publishers—will listen. 

The poems in this selection come from Shin’s 2009 volume   (
 and “The House of  Hansel and Gretel’s 

 display Shin’s great interest in objects and peculiar 
 

 
and “A T   vibrate with the full range of  mania and 

melancholia at this poet’s disposal—and a hint, at the end, of  the costs of  abnegating emotion 
altogether.
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Railroad

1. THERE IS A TRAIN:

it’s long, 

and as it stretches onward, 
the sunshine starts to falter. 

I swear I can feel the very earth. 

I’m far away. 

2. I AM A PERSON. 

The hours dissolve 
along with my smile.

But why can’t I revert
back to being me, 
a human back to a human?

It keeps on stretching. 

Its shadow, bit by bit, grows 
longer, fainter. 

Between this summer and the next 
there runs another summer. Lightly, 
horribly. 
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The House of Hansel and Gretel’s Witch Speaks

Aren’t my ears pointy? 

Candy killed me, but now

air leeches to my arms, then won’t slough off—

longing for a kiss: 

but I catch each trace of  salt, 
as if  in endless water.

So if  someone said they’d like to be  house, 
I’d bid them a cool 

. 

Before my limbs, like butter, melt away. 
Before my head, like water, turns clear. 
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Angel 

My back is itchy. 

in the other, an umbrella. 

It’s raining outside the umbrella. 

Slowly, I crane 
my head over one shoulder
to look behind my back: 

it’s raining there, too. 

for a moment, 
I’m almost sad. 

It wants to speak, 

with sense perceptions.

A white mouse pops 

I think I’ll take off, too. 
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GOOD MORNING

Today the sun came out.
And so, today 
I get to be a brighter person. 

I press my baseball cap down hard 
and do a 180º
with my face. 

I bury my eyes deep in my hat,
lips grinning like a doll 
whose smile survives a gunshot,

and if  I eat a real breakfast, 
I’ll be able to keep talking 
like I have a second throat.

Maybe I’ll play piano 

I’ll slide on white gloves, 

I’m turning into a lover of  the truth.  
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A Tale of Eyes 

Each day, I open different eyes. 

and the days my eyes open when I want 
brim full of  grace.

But even when I have to prise open eyes 
that crave to stay shut, I want 
a kiss.

I shall put on my t-shirt with the eyeball silkscreen print,

Today is my 
very last day. 

My eyes’ last glance
turns out the window—

my eyes upon eyes, and 
ever more eyes in my eyes.

morning comes in for a crash landing. 

It does not do merely to open one eye in advance
and act like a little bit of  a person.
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Mom’s sad enough to cry, 
but as for me, 
I –  – wipe away – clear liquids. 

We cannot even cry together. 
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