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Librarian of Congress James H. Billington:

Welcome, ladies and gentleman, to the Kluge Center here at the Library of Congress [Library].  I’m the Librarian and I’m here to pay special tribute to our speaker and to point out that one of the purposes of the program to bring scholars, both young and old, in this case very young, to the -- to the Library is to encourage studies that range across different cultures, different languages, and different disciplines, and different media.  

And all of that is embodied in our speaker today, as she invites us to take a look at one of the more enigmatic states in the world and a leader who’s -- I think it’s known that he -- pretty well that he’s linked with film and likes film -- but to see if there’s some kind of a window, not just to talk about films as films, although that’s worth doing, and we have a MBRS [Motion Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound] Division that devotes a lot of attention to encouraging and doing it themselves, but also as a kind of mirror in which the outside world can gain a glimpse into this very authoritarian leader and perhaps also even into the society.  

Of course it’s particularly important because this unusual business of dealing with -- this country is dealing in a very closed way with a whole bunch of interlocutors, as we’re trying to negotiate a settlement of the nuclear weapons issue -- the United States, Japan, China, South Korea, and Russia.  Of course Kim Jong-il’s efforts to protect his father’s image -- his legacy I suppose in some way -- his desire be heard, to achieve a kind of political status -- this is something very common in authoritarian states, through a kind of, sort of patina of culture.  I hope we will have a -- be able to have a program similar to this on Iranian film, of which we also have a very substantial collection.  

And I remember when I was in Iran a couple of years ago saying -- I was invited to see their new library, which is a huge operation.  It’s very spread out; it looks like kind of a ranch style, except it’s very heavy stone and very heavy construction.  And it was shown to me and I was introduced to the architect and everybody was standing around -- it was the first time anybody outside of Iran had gotten to see this library.  And I asked him the question, which was a question about -- there wouldn’t be much question what the answer would be now, that was before this new guy took over -- but I said, “Well do you think you’re kind of Frank Lloyd Wright or Albert Speer?”  And that’s always a question when you build great cultural monuments by authoritarian power, those that are involved in it.  So it’s an interesting question and I don’t want to monopolize the conversation except to say that our scholar here is -- also brings in perspectives not only of different media and different cultures but also of the other cultures that affect it, the Russian, Chinese, similarities with other authoritarian cultures and traditions.  

Suk-Young Kim is assistant professor in the Department of Dramatic Art and Dance -- that in itself is kind of a nice title, it seems to me -- at the University of California, Santa Barbara.  She has a wide span of research interests in academic disciplines, East Asian [performance], gender and nationalism, Korean cultural studies, Russian-Slavic literature and folklore, and proficiency in Chinese.  She had the International Federation for Theater Research New Scholars Prize in 2004.  She’s currently working on two books.  One, “Elusive Utopia: Theater and Film in North Korea,” explores how the state-produced propaganda performances intersect with everyday life practices in North Korea.  And her second book project documents the testimony of a North Korean labor camp survivor.  

At the same time and place tomorrow Kim will give a presentation with quite an intriguing title, which you may have noticed, “For the Eyes of the Dear Leader: Fashion and Body Politics in North Korean Visual Arts.”  That seems to reach not only across cultures and languages and media, but even across the anatomy.  So the visual media -- theater, film, magazine illustrations, paintings, posters -- represented -- what that says it represents in North Korea.  So we have a very original scholar.

She first attracted my interest to this program when we took a ride with several members in the earlier part of the year -- this academic year -- down to see Mr. Kluge in the southern part of Virginia and she was -- she gave us some very interesting insights as we were down there.  And so it’s a great privilege and pleasure at the -- I guess the end of the academic year, although our year goes on for 12 months -- to introduce our very esteemed speaker to speak to you today.  And it’s my pleasure to turn the program -- and then I’ll turn -- Carolyn Brown will follow up and field questions for you if you have time.  So it’s a great pleasure that I present  Kim to you.

[applause]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Thank you Dr. Billington for your kind introduction, and also creating this wonderful opportunity to share my work with a wider audience today.  Thank you all for coming on this very warm day; I know that you had to take extra efforts to be here today.  And first of all, I would like to thank all the members of the Kluge Center, including staff members and fellows who created such a collegial and inspiring environment for everyone to be in, and also all the librarians that -- who assisted me with such patience and guidance throughout my research.  I have so many people to thank, so I will reserve my individual thank you notes for tomorrow’s talk, so please do come tomorrow as well.

Finally, I would like to thank Mr. Kluge himself, whose generosity and vision created this open space for scholars to interact.  As a South Korean citizen, I was extremely happy that I was able to apply for a Kluge Fellowship and benefit from everything it has to offer.  And by interacting with so many interesting scholars from all around the world, I think my understanding of the world became much more complex and diverse as a result.

So in my today’s talk, I would like to bring the very notion of the world as a diverse and complex place by looking at North Korean films through the eyes of Kim Jong-il.  Now, normally our understanding of Kim Jong-il is often magnified through psychological lenses which project him as this crazy man obsessed with film, probably a megalomaniac, went so far as to kidnap a South Korean film couple to make good communist films for him.  While these observations are not unfounded, they do not necessarily explain why film became such a powerful political and social institution in North Korea.  

As Henry Kissinger once pointed out, the American temptation is to look at foreign policy as a subdivision of psychiatry.  And surely applying such psychologizing understanding of a country to North Korea wouldn’t necessarily advance or enrich our understanding of this little-known nation, a nation mostly known for nuclear proliferation and human rights abuses.  So today in my talk, I would like to refrain from perpetuating some of the stereotypes that we have about North Korea and really try to create a ground for illuminating the rationale for Kim Jong-il to promote film to the degree he did in North Korea by examining the following three topics.  The first is to see how film served as an efficient political tool for Kim Jong-il, and then that will segue into film as a social education for North Koreans and how Kim-Jong-il managed to really run North Korea by using this efficient propaganda tool, and finally to see some of the latest trends in North Korean films since the 1980s, which has a lot to do with the presence of this abducted South Korean film couple.

So, first part: film as Kim’s political tool.  Now, in most societies nowadays, film is probably the most powerful popular media, arguably.  And this is particularly true for so-called “Stalinist spectacle states” -- I’m borrowing Richard Stites’s term -- for the societies where propagandas through films, theaters, literature, mass parades, really serve as a powerful political tool.  So why was film promoted as such a powerful institution in these totalitarian societies in general?  So I would just like to just point out briefly, to give you a background to segue into North Korean leader’s -- Kim Jong-il’s mindset.  

First of all, compared to other medium, film can be easily reproduced and circulated.  Say that, if you were a political leader trying to launch a political campaign or disseminate certain ideology, it will be extremely time consuming and not so efficient to, let’s say, send a live theater troupe with people in costumes, and the degree that they can penetrate to all sectors of society is limited, whereas film can be infinitely reproduced and circulated at any time.  So that’s one of the reasons why film became such a powerful tool.  

And secondly, if we think about the North Koreans in 1945 when Kim Il-sung came back to North Korea as a new political leader from the Soviet Union, and beforehand he was the leader of the anti-Japanese resistance guerilla fighters in Manchuria and then later in the Soviet Union.  Most North Koreans at this time were rural and they weren’t exposed to this new art form.  So we have to think about this matter from, let’s say, North Korean peasants living in the countryside who have never seen film before, so no matter what they see, the medium itself was so exciting for them, so therefore it was easier to inject certain ideology through this very exciting new medium.  

And if we look at how films are planned, rehearsed, shot, edited, to come to the final cut, we can realize that this is an extremely controlled form of art.  For example, live dance performances or theater productions do have room for improvisation, any accidents can inadvertently happen, whereas for films, you have so many stages through which the state can really exercise the highest degree of control and produce the idealized, filtered images only.  

And finally, the way films are produced and circulated are highly collective, which speaks to the collective nature of the North Korean society in general.  Think about whether anyone is possible to make an underground film.  I think it’s almost impossible, whereas it’s easier for writers to write, let’s say, counter-government poems or fiction or literature.  It is extremely difficult to produce this underground film because the nature of production involves so many equipments and institutional support and the crewmembers’ participation.  So in a way, it’s a visible form of art, and the way films are consumed in North Korea also takes a highly collective, ritualistic form, that it is used for school discussions and political education at workplaces.  And we have to understand that this is not a voluntary activity that one participates in, but rather this is a highly organized, collective ritual that are happening on a daily basis in schools and workplaces.

So film, as such a powerful social institution, was already established before Kim Jong-il came to the political scene in mid-1960s, as somebody working for the Propaganda Bureau in the Central Committee of the Korean Workers’ Party.  

Now, why was film so important for Kim Jong-il, in addition to all the reasons that I laid out here?  We tend to think that Kim Jong-il is a leader who was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, which is true because he was the biological son of the founding father of North Korea, Kim Il-sung.  But we have to think that North Korea is the first hereditary socialist country, where power to rule was passed down from father to the biological son.  And before this was officialized, we did not know who the next leader of North Korea would be.  I mean, it was certain that Kim Il-sung would handpick somebody before he passed away, but it wasn’t sure if it was going to be his son or somebody else in his political retinue.  

So in a way, Kim Jong-il had to really work his way through -- he had to use whatever talent he had to really pave the road to power.  And he was -- he is known to be an extremely talented artistic person by all accounts, and he tapped into his artistic talent to really prove his filial piety for his father, Kim Il-sung.  And this is an extremely interesting fact if we consider how North Korea is still observing traditional Confucian values of patriarchy, and in this light, the nation itself is seen as an extended family structure.  So to respect and preserve the authorial power of the patriarchal national leader was extremely important.  

And another factor that plays into this rationale is that Kim Il-sung, the founding father of North Korea, lived long enough to have witnessed de-Stalinization campaign in the Soviet Union, and whatever happened to the Maoist legacy after the Culture Revolution.  So he was extremely keen on preserving his legacy after death, and in this sense Kim Jong-il effectively used film to really create this mythical aura about his father and perpetuate his legacy by creating these everlasting images. 

So one good example of proving his filial piety is that in the 1980s, Kim Jong-il created this multiepic series, which -- I call it as cinematic hagiography of the Kim Il-sung household, and it is composed of eight installments, produced over seven, eight years.  And here on the left, you see an actor playing Kim Il-sung’s father, Kim Hyong-jik, and on the right you see an actor playing Kim Il-sung himself.  And what’s interesting about this production is that these actors, who embody these mythical, holy national leaders, are also treated as dignitaries in real life.  So this film was directed by a person named Ang Il-sung, and he’s known to have an extremely bad, hot temper.  So he’s very abusive, curses to actors all the time.  But according to one defector’s interview that I had, this bad-tempered director would always address these actors playing their leaders as “Dear Leader, Great Leader, would you please take a rest for a moment?”  Or, “Great Leader, would you please step closer to the lighting?”  So there is complete fluidity between what is reality and what is represented reality, so we can measure the degree to which -- how these actors were really treated as national dignitaries.

Now I’m going to show you one clip of documentary that was shot during Kim Jong-il’s [sic, Kim Il-sung’s] state funeral in 1994, and this would clearly illustrate some of the points I made already, so -- oops.

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

[ Korean with English subtitles]

[end video clip] 

 Suk-Young Kim:

You understand, we have to take some of the special cultural background into consideration.  If you go to any Korean funerals, you would hear this massive, loud wailing.  And I particularly remember how my mother was worried about performing this public ritual of lamenting for my grandfather, who passed away, because she was the first grand -- first daughter-in-law and, you know, these family members do have to perform these loud wailing rituals in public.  

So that we have to take into consideration, but still, take -- even with the understanding of this cultural background, it is quite amazing how a collective society can come together to mourn one individual, and in this sense, films are brought into witness this moment of passing down the power.  This is the moment when the first hereditary socialist nation is born.  Now Kim Jong-il is in charge and he’s clearly showing this to the entire country and the world by staging his filial piety effectively.  

And just as a side information, for these documentary films capturing the state leader’s activities, they only use the best films, even best quality chemicals to develop, and oftentimes these are sent abroad.  In the past they were sent to East Germany to be developed and brought back to North Korea.  So, only the best are reserved for documenting state rituals like this.

Again, Kim Jong-il also uses documentary films to capture his ritualistic staging of political authority.  Now that he is in power, he has to show to his people and also to the world that he is having an active political life not only within North Korea, but most importantly having a conversation with the world leaders.  So I’m going to show you one short clip of Kim Jong-il’s state visit to Russia in 2001.

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

Female narrator:

Their meeting in Moscow is a historic event in fostering Korea-Russia friendship and promoting peace and security in Asia and the Pacific region and the rest of the world.

[music plays]

[end video clip]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Now you will soon see Kim Jong-il, but while you’re focusing on the performance of state ritual, this is one of the rare chances for you to check out Kim Jong-il’s high heels.  Since I’m going to talk about fashion tomorrow, pay attention.

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

Female narrator:

Kim Jong-il lays a wreath at the tomb of unnamed soldiers and pays a solemn tribute.  

[music plays]

The parade of the three-service Honor Guard of the Russian Army is at hand. 

[music plays] 

Kim Jong-il pays a visit to Lenin’s mausoleum at the Red Square in Moscow.

[music plays]

[end video clip]  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Okay.  So the staging of power on the international political scene is particularly important for Kim Jong-il, who is increasingly being isolated at this time.  Now, if we remember the timing of this documentary, the release of this documentary, 2001, this is when the North Korean nuclear crisis erupted later in the fall, and the visit took place in August.  And I was quite interested in why they had to make this documentary and put English narration.  So it kind of proves that they wanted this to be seen by the world, not only by North Koreans.

I move on to the second part of my talk, which is to see how Kim Jong-il manages his society by using film as an educational tool.  Now, if we think about North Korea, after the end of the Korean War, after the temporal cease of the Korean War in 1953, North Korea enters this extended time period where there is no visible military conflict with the world, right?  There is ongoing psychological, Cold War, but North Korea had needs to constantly support this ongoing revolutionary spirit, and the best way to do it is to create visible, tangible enemies within the society.  They had to have enemies and allies, if I may borrow Volkan’s book title.  

And as you can easily imagine, the Americans and Japanese became the enemies of North Korea, and this kind of sentiment of hatred, anti-Americanism, anti-Japanese culture becomes prevalent in visual culture throughout North Korea.  So, on the left you see a poster of a towering North Korean soldier pointing at the corpse of dead American soldier and it says “Only death to America,” and on the right you see a caricature of a Japanese imperialist carrying this big Ninja sword and on it it’s written “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” which was the imperial slogan used for -- used by Japanese Empire during the colonial period.  

So this kind of sentiment is also effectively captured in films, and I would like to show you that the education of breeding the hatred for the enemy and to incite an ongoing revolutionary spirit starts at a fairly early age.  So here is one children’s animation clip and it will clearly illustrate the point.  I have to explain where the scene takes place.  It centers on the animals living in the same household and they’re having a meeting to select one animal, which will be served for master’s banquet table.  So everyone is discussing how useful they are in this household.  So they are having this communal meeting.

[begin video clip]

[ Korean with English subtitles]

 [end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Now, while the clip itself is self -- it’s quite clear in itself, there are a couple of interesting things going on here.  On top of inciting this ongoing revolutionary spirit for children, you’ve noticed the image of the sun and that image is immediately recognized as the great leader Kim Il-sung; his birthday celebrations are termed -- officially termed as the celebration of the sun.  So, it’s quite clear this is not a subtle allusion to Kim Il-sung but it’s a rather quite clear reference to the Great Leader’s guidance for revolutionary spirit.  And also, it is justified in this film that animals should sacrifice themselves no matter who that might be.  Self-sacrifice for the greater cause of the community is a justifiable act.  And in that sense, it’s different from other children’s film that we are aware of.  I’m not just saying that North Korea is unique in instilling children’s film with certain ideology; I think this is a prevalent practice throughout the world if we have a critical assessment of any children’s film.  But it is quite brought to that visible level here.

Next clip I want to show you is an example of anti-Americanism -- how anti-Americanism is promoted through a very kind of personal interaction.  Now here you will see a scene from a movie titled :Choi Hak-sin Family,: and the scene centers on one American soldier who abducted North Korean women during the Korean War while the US military was in Pyongyang.

[begin video clip]

[ Korean with English subtitles]
[music plays]

[end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Now, I don’t think I need to explain any further what’s going on, but it’s quite in your face, blunt propaganda of inciting hatred for Americans.  But what’s interesting, in terms of propaganda strategy as far as this clip is concerned, is that they use women, and also in the next clip they use children as vulnerable victims of these imperialists and colonialists, which is quite effective for North Koreans, especially given that family life is such a valued thing in North Korean culture.  They show the disintegration of family members by these perpetrators from the outside world.  

So, next clip that I’m going to show you will illustrate the anti-Japanese sentiment in North Korean film.  It’s titled “Flower Girl,” made in 1972.  The script was allegedly written by Kim Il-sung himself, and the story is supposed to be loosely based on his own personal story; we can’t prove that, but -- the scene that you’re going to see is one servant’s family’s struggle working for this landed class during the Japanese colonialism and how family members are torn apart by the oppressive life they have to lead.

[begin video clip]

[ Korean with English subtitles]

Suk-Young Kim:

The landlord comes and sets fire and gets arrested.
[ Korean with English subtitles]

Suk-Young Kim:

Japanese policeman arresting the brother.

[music plays]

[ Korean with English subtitles]

 [music plays]

[end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Okay.  Many of you look bored and Kim Jong-il would not blame you for that, because he himself was painfully aware of the limits of propaganda films.  Now, films that you’ve seen were produced in the ’60s and ’70s and he was incredibly successful with these productions to really legitimize his position as the heir to Kim Il-sung.  But, by the 1970s he reaches his limits as to what he can do with propaganda films, and he was really aware of the fact that North Korea was lagging behind in terms of filmmaking techniques.  

So, he faces this conundrum as to how he should get out of this conundrum.  And he comes up with a solution of abducting one South Korean film couple that you see here, actress Choi Eun-hee on the left and her former husband, director Shin Sang-ok, who were an extremely successful film couple in the ’50s and ’60s, but their careers somehow come to an end in North Korea by 1978 when they are abducted by Kim Jong-il.  So, there was speculations about whether they voluntarily walked into North Korea or whether it was really Kim Jong-il who abducted them.  There’s still an ongoing debate, but it’s rather obvious that they were abducted.  

Now the reason Kim Jong-il decided to invite them to North Korea was to renovate ailing North Korean film industry without opening up North Korea.  Now, we’re talking about the height of Cold War days, where free exchange of filmmakers, artists, scholars were not possible.  I mean it is rather difficult nowadays, so it was even more so back then.  And here are some clips of Kim Jong-il personally greeting the actress in the port city of Nampo in North Korea on the day she was brought to North Korea from Hong Kong.  And her husband was brought to North Korea that same year but they are not united until 1983, when they have completely given up any hopes to escape to another place.  

So, here you see a picture of Kim Jong-il in front of his personal office in the party building in Pyongyang.  And what Kim Jong-il doesn’t know at this point, and he called this couple to discuss about his future plans to produce new types of films.  And what Kim Jong-il did not know at this point here is that Choi Eun-hee snuck in a tape recorder in her handbag right here, that you see, and risked her life to capture some evidence that they were indeed abducted and use it as proof to really show that they were not voluntarily -- voluntary guests of Kim Jong-il in case they managed to escape to the outside world.  And in this incredible piece of evidence we can see what is really going on in Kim Jong-il’s mind in 1983.  

And I will read some of the excerpts from their conversation and the conversation -- the transcription of the conversation is available here at the Library of Congress in one of the publications written by the couple, but it’s in Korean, so it’s not translated.  So, here’s what Kim Jong-il told the couple.  “You know, we send our people to East Germany to study editing, to Czechoslovakia to study camera technology, and to the Soviet Union to learn directing.  Other than that, we cannot send our people to go anywhere else, since they are all enemy states.  No France, no West Germany, no Great Britain.  We especially need to have exchange with Japan, but we cannot even allow to watch Japanese films.  We end up analyzing foreign films to imitate them, but there’s a limit to what we can do, so no progress has been made.  I have been struggling with this problem for five years” -- that is, from 1978.  “We all end up doing -- and all we ended up doing was to send some people to the Soviet Union again and establish film institute, but nothing is that impressive here.  I acknowledge that we lag behind in filmmaking.  We have to know that we are lagging behind and make efforts to raise new generation of filmmakers.”  

So, as a result, Kim Jong-il endows unlimited power to this couple to really bring new standards of filmmaking to North Korean film industry.  And this creates a quite watershed moment for North Korean arts in general.  Just to show you how unlimited Kim Jong-il’s support was, I’m going to show you this short clip and explain.  I want you to pay attention to the train in this scene and this scene is shown in a moment when anti-Japanese resistance fighters are blowing up Japanese trains, but pay attention to the train, please.  Oops, sorry.

[begin video clip]

[train sounds]

[explosions]

[end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Now, why would I ask you to pay attention to this train?  What’s so special about it?  What you’ve just seen is an explosion of a real functional train.  You didn’t see a special effect, nor miniature train that are usually created for this kind of explosion scene; this is a real functional train.  And this is one of the most, best films that -- one of the best films that Shin Sang-ok made in North Korea and he was extremely proud of it and he says, “This was the most cathartic moment in my filmmaking career, because I get to blow up a real train.”  And this was how unlimited Kim Jong-il’s support was.  He wanted to create a realistic explosion scene and there he had a real train.  

With the unlimited support provided by the Dear Leader they are able to bring in new artistic vision to North Korean filmmaking and also new themes that were previously not allowed in general.  And look at the title of the film: “Love, Love, My Love.”  And we might feel that it’s not that special, but to bring in private feelings such as love to public discourse was simply unheard of in North Korea.  And for that reason, for the novelty of its subject matter, this film became extremely popular -- probably the biggest hit in North Korean history, that scalpers started selling tickets at exorbitant prices, which measures up to like half of the monthly salary of an ordinary worker, and the tickets were sold and bought in black markets and everyone in North Korea knew about Shin Sang-ok and Choi Eun-hee after they saw this film.  

And so it centers on one of the famous Korean love stories from the past, and here you’re going to see a musical adaptation of this folk love story and I want you to pay attention to the transition of space while you watch this clip.  

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

[man and woman sing in Korean with English subtitles]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Moving from three-dimensional realistic space to the space of theater with backdrops, here.

[woman sings in Korean with English subtitles]

And again they’re moving into this two-dimensional space of ink-painting, and they’re just projected as this butterfly and flower that are adorning this two-dimensional space, which is quite expressive.

[man and woman sing]

[end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:
I’m sorry I have to cut it short because of time limits, but you can see the dramatic transition they brought in, in a relatively short time.  And together with that, there were more entertainment orientated films that were produced in the 1980s, and one good example is “Hong Gil-dong,” which is based on a Korean folk hero who is a kind of Robin Hood figure who steals from the rich and gives out to poor people, so he’s the people’s hero.  

And this particular film wasn’t directed or produced by Shin Sang-ok himself, but he was closely supervising the production itself.  And this was probably a very well known film in Bulgaria; is anyone from Bulgaria here?  I had a former colleague who was from Bulgaria and he said, “Oh, I ended up watching -- I ended up growing up watching these North Kroean Hong Kong movies.”  I said, [laughs] “North Korean films made in Hong Kong style.”  And, if you pay attention to the camera technique of rapid zoom in and zoom out type of dynamic editing, you will notice that it shares a lot of similarities with Hong Kong marshal arts films.  So, here Hong Kil-dong is single-handedly fighting the Japanese pirates who steal Korean treasures and abduct North Korean -- Korean women back to Japan.  

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

[sounds of fighting]

[Korean with English subtitles]

 [sounds of fighting]

[Korean with English subtitles]

 [music plays]

[Korean with English subtitles]

 [end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

Have you noticed, once again, the subtle image of the sun hidden behind a cloud?  They’re in search of utopia and people who are immersed in this tradition of worshiping the sun were likely to recognize that symbolism immediately.  So, again, you see the limits of entertainment films that were brought into this to vitalize North Korean films.  I mean, they do tend to grab our attention with these various fascinating filmmaking techniques, as you’ve seen here, but this also proves where the boundary lies, how far North Korea can go.  Because, as you’ve seen, the feudal king, pre-revolutionary king, is not a trustworthy head figure, and until we reach that socialist revolution we won’t be able to fully achieve utopia on this land.  

So, since we’re running out of time, I’ll quickly wrap up what happened in the ’90s and finish my talk with one particular film episode.  And Shin Sang-ok also made Godzilla type of this monsters figure in his film and this film was exported to Japan.  It was a box office failure, but quite an interesting experiment in North Korean filmmaking.  And here is the director operating the mini Bulgasari.  

And in 1990s North Korea enters an extremely difficult period of internationalizing -- they are internationally isolated from the rest of the world due to their nuclear conflict and also incredible hunger crisis that strikes North Korea in the mid 1990s.  So there is an emerging theme of self-sacrifice, which was always there, but now this theme of self-sacrifice was really brought to the front line.  Here you see a picture of a film from 1993 titled “Urban Girl Comes to Get Married,” and she’s a fashion designer living in the glorious city of Pyongyang and she gives up all of her glorious lifestyle to come to the countryside to marry a country boy.  So, again, there is a very subtle theme of self-sacrifice there.  

And here you see a clip from 1999 film titled Pilot Gil Yeong-jo and the figure you see is a decorated war veteran.  And, for Kim Il-sung’s birthday he is rehearsing an air show and during this rehearsal he detects that there is an engine failure, so his commander’s on ground ask him to abandon the aircraft and escape, but as he’s about to do so he realizes that the aircraft is about to hit the statue of Kim Il-sung on the right, so he cannot let that happen.  So, he diverts [laughs] the aircraft to another pass and plunges into the ground and gloriously dies to save the statue of the Leader.  So this type of extreme form of self-sacrifice really became blown up in the 1990s.  There’s still a lot going on, but for time reasons I will skip that.  

I’d like to finish my talk with a box office hit movie, which came out of North Korea last year.  And anyone who will be in France later this year will be able to see a theatrical release of this film because this box office hit movie -- you see that North Koreans are really like flocking in to see the movie -- eight million tickets were sold in North Korea and this means that practically one out of three North Koreans have seen the movie.  It’s quite interesting in many respects.  

It centers on a schoolgirl’s ordinary life, so the propaganda theme is not as visible.  But it is about this teenage girl with -- carrying a Mickey Mouse backpack and chit-chattering with her friends, sometimes using English words -- this is quite interesting.  And she’s very unhappy with her busy parents.  Her father, significantly, is a scientist trying to crack some computer conundrum, and her mother is a librarian working for a science library, and she’s very unhappy because they’re never around, they’re too hardworking.  And at the end, when this father makes this like breakthrough in cracking the computer conundrum, then she realizes that self-sacrifice and just giving priority to the collective life for the betterment of the nation is much more important than having your parents around.  

Now, why is this so interesting?  The timing of its release is interesting to me.  The film came out in August 2006 and only two months later North Korea conducts the first successful underground nuclear test.  And, pay attention to the profession of the parents.  They’re working day and night in some science lab to -- working on a very important project, which is not really revealed in the film.  But, isn’t this a way to prepare a nation to cheerlead for what is to come?  So, in a way, a very subtle propaganda film which seems to center on the ordinary life of a schoolgirl does have that very clear statement if we have deep enough reading of North Korean films.  And this, once again, proves the social significance of North Korean cinema.  

I had to skip so many things due to time limits, and I will be very happy to answer those in Q & A sessions.  Thank you again for coming.

[applause]


Carolyn Brown:

Let me just say, since we are over time and there are Library staff here, if anyone feels they have to leave, feel free to do so without embarrassment.  Otherwise, we’ll do questions for, let’s say, 20 minutes and then we’ll stop.  Okay.  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Yes?

Male Speaker:

[Inaudible] -- I hear a lot of stories from the former Soviet Union where they talk about [inaudible] -- they know that they’re being lied to.  And I know -- in the Soviet Union they still had a little bit of sources coming from the outside, like VOA and other things like that.  But in North Korea they almost have nothing coming in as far as what I’ve heard.  So -- but is cognitive dissonance between what they experience in their daily life and what they see on the propaganda screen enough to tell them, “Come on, this is a lie.”  Is it enough?

 Suk-Young Kim:

Okay, let me -- I think there are two sections in your question.  The first is, was North Kroea completely cut off from the rest of the world?  And second, do people actually seeing these films perceive the dissonance between reality and illusion, right?  You have to look at different historical periods as to whether North Korea was really segregated from the rest of the world.  

During my stay here I was able to read all of the publications that came out of North Korea during the ’50s and early ’60s.  What’s really interesting is that early North Korean culture was extremely complicated and diverse.  One example would be a film magazine, which came out of North Korea in 1965, featured an article titled “Why Did Marilyn Monroe Die?”  Now [laughs] this wasn’t an article about the conspiracy theory but they were arguing for the corrupt nature of the Hollywood industry, which exploits this actress as a sexual symbol.  But they were at least aware of what’s going on, on the other side of the world.  And, prior publications, in 1964 and 3, listed all of the winners of Academy Awards; and, if you go back to 1950s you can also encounter articles that are translated from Romania, Soviet Union, Czech, Italy, Germany.  

So, we cannot simply put a label on North Korean culture as being isolated throughout its long -- fifty or sixty years of history.  Now, when Kim Jong-il comes to propaganda bureau to really solidify the personal cult of his father, things do change and you see this like unilateral top-down approach of instilling propagandistic message to the people.  

Now the second part of the question, do people feel the gap between projected reality and reality?  This is very hard to research and you have to talk to North Korean defectors who actually lived in that society.  And I managed to talk some people and they say that it also depends on class, which class you belong to.  Say that, if you are in a leadership position, then you have relatively a kind of easy access to foreign culture, which comes through Japan.  There is a trade -- active trading is going on between Japan and North Korea, and these videotapes and movies do tend to come in with these other trade products.  So, one North Korean former military official that I interviewed said that, “Oh yes, we ended up watching Japanese movies, sometimes pornography, and this was a well known fact that people in the leadership position had easier access to them,” whereas people who are in the rural countryside or who do not have that kind of privileged access had more of a limited information.  

Now, nowadays many peddlers travel back and forth between China and North Korea, and whatever is available in China can be found in North Korea as well.  So you can imagine that people do have access to South Korean soap operas, Hollywood movies, so on and so forth.  And, according to some interviews I also did, North Koreans do watch these movies and many people are fed up with whatever the official propaganda wants you to see.  So, there seems to be a gap, but this is extremely a hard field because you have to conduct thorough ethnographic research to come up with some objective view.  Any other -- yes?

Female Speaker:

I was interested in the music associated with some of the clips, and especially the one, the visit to Russia, 2001.  I don’t know if you can just go back to the clip to refresh the memories?  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Yeah.  

Female Speaker:

He has associated the music of Schuman, and I found that particularly striking only because he chose a German romantic composer to go with his visit to Russia. 

 Suk-Young Kim:

Right --

Female Speaker:

I would be less surprised to -- I don’t know -- to hear Shostakovich to keep up with the propaganda.  

[begin video clip]

[music plays]

[end video clip]

It was later on?  

 Suk-Young Kim:

Fast forward it?

Female Speaker:

No, is it one afterward?

[begin video clip]

Female Speaker:

Yeah, it was here.  I can’t hear anything.  I’m sure it was in this bit, no?  Was it here?  I can’t hear any music.

[end video clip]

 Suk-Young Kim:

I didn’t get your question.

Female Speaker:

Well anyway, he was playing Schuman’s “The Dream.”  I think that’s the translation it is known in English.  So I was -- well, first of all I would like to know why, if possible, he chose this composer, and secondly why he chose this particular piece, because it seems that the message he’s trying to convey is that while he’s kind of achieving international exposure with his visit to Russia, he chooses this piece called “The Dream,” which is -- what is it?  Is that his dream or?  [laughs] Does it make sense, the question?

 Suk-Young Kim:

Well, that’s a very sharp question, which I cannot answer without doing further research.  I don’t know why this German music for this particular scene, but what I can say to you is that Western music was widely available through Soviet Union, and that’s the culture -- which North Korea had an exposure to world classics, because Soviet occupying force in North Korea from ’45 to ’50, with the outbreak of the Korean War, established this very intensive cultural program to set up this propaganda program.  And with that came the exchange of artists program and many North Koreans were trained in classical music in Soviet Union of that time, who all later came back to North Korea to teach the future generation.

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

 Suk-Young Kim:

I have to think about it.  I haven’t really delved into it, but thank you for pointing that out.  Okay.  Any other questions?  Yes?

Female Speaker:

How widely available are these [inaudible]?

 Suk-Young Kim:

They are all from -- with an exception of one clip, which is a train explosion scene, they are all in our collection in the Madison Building, all from the Library of Congress, and anybody can have access to it.  The only thing is that they are not subtitled.  

Male Speaker:

They’ve been digitized [inaudible].

 Suk-Young Kim:

Yes.  My brother, who worked as my intern, spent numerous hours digitizing this, plus Jim Kennedy helped us a great deal.  So, yes, they’ve been digitized.  The original quality is a little better.

Carolyn Brown:

We have one last question.

 Suk-Young Kim:

Yes.

Male Speaker:

I’m just really curious about distribution itself.  When you said before that eight million people went to go see the film, ”The Schoolgirl’s Diary,” did people actually pay for the tickets themselves or is there -- I mean how often do people actually go to movies themselves during a yearly basis?  And the second part of the question is, I’m just curious about television.  Are these distributed on television later on and so forth?

 Suk-Young Kim:

Right.  See, the first part of the question again requires intensive interviewing process to really have an understanding of what’s the general practice.  But from what I hear from the defectors that I’ve interviewed, in the ’70s and leading up to early ’80s people were supposed to see these films mandatorily, and they were available for free at workplaces and schools for educational programs.  Nowadays, starting with Shin Sang-ok’s new films, such as “Love, Love, My Love,” it’s more or less operating on a market-based system in that some movies are actually gaining profits, such as “Schoolgirl’s Diary” and “Love, Love, My Love.”  

And the second part of the question was whether these films are shown on TV as well.  Yes, they are, and all of these films are actually from VHS tapes, which particularly show that they are for domestic consumption.  People with video players can watch -- buy and watch these, and these are often aired on TV as well, on an ongoing basis.  Okay.  

Carolyn Brown:

Well, please give your thanks to Suk-Young Kim for a most unusual and enlightening presentation.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

