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  Preface


  
    

  


  WHEN I ARRIVED IN NORTH KOREA for the first time on a sunny day in September 1984, I felt perplexed. I came to study at the Kim Il Sung University, as a participant in an exchange program between the thenUSSR and North Korea. It was the first overseas trip of my life, and I was thrilled, but I also had some preconceived ideasand in the first hours and days it became clear that the situation did not feel like I thought it should.


  At that time I was fully aware that I was in what in 1984 was arguably the world’s most brutal dictatorship. The Soviet Union was not exactly a democracy itself, but even for us, the people from Moscow and Leningrad, North Korea stood for the embodiment of inefficiency, brutality and, above all, repressive dictatorship. Even the official Soviet media sometimes allowed some subtle hints at what was going on there.


  However, in those bright September days I did not see many traces of terror and repression. It definitely did not look like an Orwellian nightmare coming alive. Pretty women, dressed in modest but often cute and tasteful attire, smiled and chatted. Self-important clerks and minor bureaucrats proceeded to their offices. Old ladies walked the streets accompanied by their grandchildren. Students rushed to classes. Kids played. In short, everything looked perfectly normalwith the probable exception of the militant marches and nearly hysterical slogans which erupted from the loudspeakers placed almost everywhere, and omnipresent soldiers with Kalashnikov assault rifles. But otherwise, it seemed as if normal life was going on around mecontrary to my earlier expectations.


  Indeed, it was. I was naïve, so I failed to understand one simple truth: even under the most repressive of social and political conditions, the vast majority of people still attempt to live normal lives and generally succeed at it. These lives include work and leisure, love and friendshipwith not that much space left for politics. There was a lot of political repression going on in 1984 North Korea, to be sure, but this repression constituted only a relatively small part of this country’s daily life.


  Most people’s lives remain nearly untouched by high politics, and in the case of North Korea these “non-political” aspects of human existence are much underreported and underestimated. One cannot complain that North Korea in general does not receive enough attention. In recent decades, North Korea is much talked about in the international media. Actually, it is probably talked about much more than it should be: after all, North Korea is nothing but a small and grossly underdeveloped dictatorship, whose population size and major economic indicators are roughly similar to those of Mozambique.


  There are two reasons which make North Korea that strangely prominent: the game of nuclear blackmail which the Pyongyang diplomats are playing with uncanny skill, and the fact of North Korea’s survival against all odds as the world’s last die-hard Communist (some would say Stalinist) regime.


  The survival of the Kims’ communist monarchy indeed can be seen as nearly miraculous, but it has deep roots in how the North Korean society is structured and how it has functioned for decades. For many decades, North Korea has been the world’s most perfect specimen of a Stalinist society. Stalin remained in full control of Russia for merely 25 years, interrupted by a major war, and he had about a decade to perfect his system. The Kims’ dynasty has ruled North Korea for over 60 years, of which at least the 3540 years between 1955 and 1994 were a time of “mature Stalinism.” Only a fraction of North Koreans have any memory of any other life, and at least two generations have grown up in the fully Stalinist society.


  Things have changed greatly over the last decade, and nowadays North Korea cannot be really described as a “Stalinist country,” but the inertia of police surveillance and the general fear of terror helped the regime to carry on even under the most adverse circumstances. Of course, a lot of other factors have contributed to North Korean survival, not least the dramatic changes in position of Seoul, whose elite, terrified by the lessons of German unification, seemingly chose to keep North Korea afloat for Seoul’s own sakeand often on Seoul’s money. However, the internal structure of North Korean society was also important in preventing any kind of reforms and revolutions.


  North Korea fascinated me from the time of my first trip there, so I have been studying it for nearly two decades, starting from the times when the world paid this country scarcely more attention than it did (and still does) to Mozambique. Apart from purely academic publications on North Korea’s early history, I also wrote columns for the Korea Times, the major English-language daily in Seoul, and these columns became the basis of the book you see now. In most cases columns have been seriously re-written and updated, and a few pieces in a similar vein but initially written for different publications (mostly the Asia Times) are also included in this book.


  Perhaps, to give my readers a better understanding of what to expect from this volume, I should start by making clear what this book is not about. It is not about international politics, since there are so many accountsgood, bad and mediocreon how the North Koreans conduct negotiations and what are the supposed targets of their foreign policy. It is not about North Korea’s Dear Leader Marshall Kim Jong Il, the Benevolent Sun of the 21st Centurywe have had enough of both professional profiling and amateur psychology, and people interested in such issues can easily find material to their liking. It is not about speculations on how and when the two Koreas will unitethe present author does have some strong opinions on this issue, but definitely lacks a crystal ball of suitable quality. Most emphatically, this book is not about the nuclear issue, which has been discussed in countless publications, easily available in our wired days.


  First and foremost, this book is about the world the North Koreans themselves have created and have to live in. Some of the features of this world are truly bizarre and unique, while some others are familiar from the experience of other countries and some are just, well, “normal.” To not a small extent, this world is of their own creation, and reflects their own ideals and values with which we do not necessarily agree. But to a large extent, the world was forced on them by the system which might have been quite popular initially, but eventually became nearly independent of people’s wishes and hopes. At any rate, this is the only world they know, and the experiences and assumptions inherent to this world influence everything, including the way the North Korean diplomats conduct negotiations and reasons why Pyongyang chose to acquire nuclear weapons.


  As will be clear from this book, the North Koreans’ world is remarkably political and politicized. However, North Korea is not a country inhabited by goose-stepping fighting machines, even if this is the image its own leaders seemingly try to project to overseas audiences. Neither is it a paradise full of smiling workers, happy peasant girls and joyful children, even if the North Koreans do smilelike everybody does. This is a poor country run by a repressive regime, but this is also a place where 23 million people live their lives, and these lives, while constantly influenced and permeated by politics, still include much more than politics.


  Hence, this book tells about North Korean society, about its mores and norms and about the historic changes which have taken place over recent decades. I will dwell on small things, from train tickets to radio programs, and also on things not so small, like the distribution of foodstuffs in North Korean cities. The book will show how the North Korean system is seen from inside, and how it normally functions. It will also tell about foreigners whose lives came to be influenced by North Korean affairs, be they privileged and closely watched diplomats in Pyongyang, kidnapped South Korean civilians, or Japanese revolutionary idealists who flew themselves to the supposed workers’ paradise in a hijacked plane. Finally, it will treat at some length the deep and important changes which have happened in North Korea over the last decade. These changes were indeed of great significance since they amounted to the quietand generally unnoticedcollapse of Juche Stalinism.


  So far, there has been only one book in English which familiarized Western readers with the daily life and problems of North KoreansKim Il Song’s North Korea by Helen-Louise Hunter. However, this book was written nearly 15 years ago, and reflects the situation of the 1980s. Since then many things have changed, not least our access to the internal information about the country.


  Nowadays we know much more. The presence of a small but significant defectors’ community in South Korea, crowds of easily accessible refugees in China, the growth of Pyongyang’s international contacts, the activity of foreign NGOs and aid agencies inside the North, including the country’s remote countryside areasall mean that North Korea, while still remarkably secretive, cannot be seen as a “black box” any more. The present book is based on a study of all these newly available sources, including, first of all, interviews with defectors, which are now very easy to arrange.


  North Korea is changing, even though these changes are not that highly visible to outsiders. However, there is a major difference between North Korea and other once Communist countries, like China or Russia. From what we know, it seems that North Korea is not changing because a reform policy has been initiated by some farsighted leaders. Its system is now slowly disintegrating from below. But the result is all the same: North Korean Stalinism is dying.


  It seems that the cruel social experiment which was forced on the North Koreans in the 1940s is coming to an end. But over the decades, countless millions of lives have been spent in this unusual society, and this book tells how these lives were livedand, to some extent, are still lived.


  I would like to express my gratitude to Dr. Brian Myers, Dr. Kim Sŏk-hyang, and Dr. Pak Sŭng-je who found time to look through the manuscript and provided me with numerous suggestions. My very special thanks are reserved for Mr. Han Yŏng-jin, a North Korean defector and journalist, with whom I went through most of the text and verified numerous queries. I also would like to thank the personnel of the DailyNK newspaper (both South Koreans and former defectors) who answered many queries. I am also very thankful to a few defector friends and colleagues who prefer not to be named. My special thanks are for Darrell Dorrington and James Greenbaum, who edited the newspaper texts and then had a look through the book manuscript. I express my sincere gratitude to my friends, colleagues and supporters of the project who provided me with photo materials: Christopher Morris, Andrew Graham, Paul Bekker, Ng Han Guan, Bernd Seiler, Martin Williams, Peter Crowcroft, Anna Fifield.


  PART 1


  Leaders Dear and Great...


  The Sacral Badges


  IN THE LATE 1970S AND 1980S North Korean students could occasionally be seen on the streets of my native Leningrad. It was never difficult to tell them from, say, Chinese or Vietnamese students. The Kim Il Sung badge was the telltale sign, even if a majority of Russians were sure that those strange Asians were Chinese (the guy on the badge must be Mao, who else?).


  However, even in the crazy days of Mao’s mad cult, the Chinese were not required to wear the Great Helmsman’s badges. Once again, North Korea was exceptional in its zeal for the personality cultperhaps because Kim stayed in power far longer than Mao or Stalin, and also because he controlled a much smaller country.


  At any rate, the Kim Il Sung badge tradition is unique. It was introduced in the 1970s, when the cult of the Great Leader reached its height. In 1972 North Korea was staging a pompous celebration of Kim Il Sung’s sixtieth birthday. Around that time, one of the top officials came up with a bright idea: he suggested the introduction of badges with Kim’s portrait on them, and made them obligatory for everyone. From November 1970, the mass production of these badges began, and by the great day, April 15, 1972, every adult North Korean was proudly displaying the likeness of Kim Il Sung on his or her chest.


  The badge is handed to its bearer when he or she turns 12, to be placed above their Children’s Union badge. From that age, North Koreans are required to wear the Kim Il Sung badge whenever they leave home (fortunately, in the privacy of one’s own home it is not considered necessaryKim Il Sung’s portrait hangs in every room, and this suffices). If a person dares to venture out without the obligatory badge, the transgression is discussed at the next mutual criticism sessionnot really a pleasant option as criticism sessions can be quite an unpleasant affair, even now in the generally relaxed atmosphere of the early 2000s.
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  The Kim Il Sung badges should be worn always, everywhere, by everybody. Photograph by Christopher Morris.

  



  Badges come in a number of shapes, there being some twenty different types. Each type speaks volumes about its bearer. The most precious and rare type depicts Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il against the background of a large red banner. This is the only badge which has images of both the Dear and Great leaders, and it is extremely rare. These badges are assigned to top-level party functionaries, and the very sight of someone wearing such a badge can send many a minor North Korean bureaucrat into a stupor. Another type of badge which depicts Kim Jong Il (alone, without his father) is worn by the cadres in the security system. With the exception of these two badges, both quite rare, all others sport Kim Il Sung alone.


  There are different types for military personnel, for Saroch’ŏng (Party Youth) members, and so on. For example, lower-level party cadres sport the so-called “large round badge,” while lesser beings, North Korean commoners, are only eligible to wear the “small round badges.”


  Of course, relying solely on a badge to identify the position of the wearer could be fraught with difficulty, since a typical North Korean might have a number of different badges. A top bureaucrat today may once have been first a student, then a soldier, and so on. Nonetheless, in many cases the badges can be seen as an insignia of a sort which can demonstrate the social status of the bearer to everyone who is knowledgeable enough (as most North Koreans are).


  The badges are designed and produced by the Mansudae creative group. This is a unique institution whose sole task is to manufacture the likenesses of Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, and their family members.


  Many foreigners who do not comprehend the near mystic importance attached to the badge by the North Korean official ideology, try to purchase the badge from their North Korean acquaintances. Naturally such outrageous proposals are usually rejected. After all, the badge is a symbol of loyalty, an icon in its own right. Even if, in the depth of their hearts, North Koreans do not worship the Leader as a deity, they are not supposed to let on to foreignersthis would be far too risky! What is more, the loss of the badge is seen as an almost criminal act, an act which could inflict serious damage on the culprit’s career opportunities.


  This does not mean, however, that the badges cannot be bought and soldthey occasionally appear on the international collectors’ market, obviously smuggled via China or some other tortuous route. There were rumors that some Chinese workshops even began to produce imitations, targeting the foreign visitors of the borderland areas.


  In recent days, with the de facto victory of the market economy, the badges can be purchased within North Korea as well. As one can easily guess, the “party banner badges” with portraits of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il are by far the most expensive. In the early 2000s such a badge could command at least 5,000 won or $25$30 at the then exchange ratein other words, between six and twelve monthly salaries. Some other “special” badges can be sold at a high price, too. But this is understandable; a person with such a badge will be treated with the utmost deference by his or her fellow countrymen! The “better” types of badges recently became the target of petty thieves whose numbers grossly increased during the famine of 19961999.


  Some younger North Koreans use the badges as a fashion statement. I remember that in the 1980s it was fashionable among Korean youth to clip the badge to the very edge of their dress. And we know from the tales of defectors that the badges are frequently an integral part of the latest fashion craze.


  With the advent of famine and the gradual decline of the government’s ability to control the population, a small but increasing number of Koreans have begun to venture outside without their badges or, at least, without displaying their badges prominently. This relaxed attitude was finally confirmed in 2004 when some sources reported that North Koreans were now allowed not to wear badges. But it seems that most still prefer to cling to the old routine. It’s safer: who knows what will happen in the future, after all? So it does not hurt to continue to display one’s unbending loyalty and affection.


  Sooner or later, the badges will indeed become a collectors’ item, but hardly an expensive one (the few special types being the exception). Too many of them have been produced....


  *****


  Names for the Earthly God


  IN JULY 1997, THE FIVE MOST important government agencies of North Koreaincluding the Central Committee and Cabinet of Ministerspublished a joint declaration which informed North Korea and the entire world that the country was introducing a new calendar. The year 1912 became the First Year of Juche. The reason? This was the year when Kim Il Sung was born.


  The decision allowed the occasional use of Christian era years, but this four-digit number had to accompany the new official date only if it was deemed necessary. Thus 2005 A.D. is the Year 94 of the Juche Era. In other words, Kim Il Sung’s birthday replaced that of Christ in the official North Korean calendar. Indeed, this is how the dates are written now in North Korean publications, although in everyday discourse people still use Western (or Christian) era dates.


  The world has seen other attempts to break with old calendar traditions. In France of the 1790s, the revolutionaries began to count years from the proclamation of the French Republic. In South Korea of the 1950s, the government tried to implement the so-called Tangun Era. None of these attempts succeeded for more than a few decadesand there are few doubts that the same fate awaits the Juche Era.


  However, the decision to introduce the Juche Era was just one of several manifestations of Kim Il Sung’s posthumous “personality cult.” Indeed, the memory of North Korea’s founding father is treated in Pyongyang with utmost respect. Perhaps this is what he intended when he appointed his elder son as the heir designate. One of the reasons behind the unusual decision to introduce a Communist monarchy might have been Kim Senior’s fear that the next generation of leaders would treat his memory in the same way as the memory of Stalin was treated in the Soviet Union in the 1960s. Being his son, Kim Jong Il has a vested interest in upholding his father’s imageand this is what he is actually doing with the greatest enthusiasm.


  First of all, Kim Il Sung is to remain the country’s only president, under the title of Chusŏk (“chairman,” first introduced in 1972). After his death, the President’s office was left vacantand is meant to remain vacant forever. Kim Jong Il runs the country not as President, but merely as the “Chairman of the National Defense Committee.”


  Of course, portraits of Kim Il Sung are everywhere, albeit often accompanied by the images of Kim Jong Il and his mother Kim Jong Suk. From the late 1960s, the North Korean bureaucracy has developed intricate rules which determine where and how Kim Il Sung’s likeness has to be displayed. I’ll tell about these rules later. For now it is sufficient to say that every living room, every office, and the entrance to every official building as well as every railway carriage has been adorned with the portrait of the Leader from the 1970s. After 1980, it was complemented by the portrait of his son as well.
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  Yǒngsaengt’ap or “Tower of eternal life” in Pyongyang. It states that “Kim Il Sung will live with us forever.” Photograph by Andrei Lankov.

  



  An important part of Kim Il Sung’s posthumous glorification are the numerous Yǒngsaengt’ap, or “Towers of Eternal Life.” Their name reflects the official slogan: “Kim Il Sung will live with us forever!” (Obviously, there is an influence from one of the most popular Soviet-era slogans in Russia, which said: “Lenin lived, Lenin lives, Lenin will live with us!”) These towers have a shape slightly reminiscent of Ancient Egypt’s obelisks and they are decorated with this slogan about Kim’s alleged “eternal presence” in his realm.


  As of 1997, there were 3,150 Towers of Eternal Life nationwide. Such towers were to be erected in every city, every province, every county and every shire, so there must be some 5,000 of them by now. The towers are normally placed on the crossroads in the most central locations. The structures are usually relatively cheap and easy to build, but some of them are quite expensive. The largest of all towers is, of course, located in Pyongyang. It has a height of 92.5 metersjust a bit lower than the Juche Tower, one of the city’s major architectural monuments.


  The Towers of Eternal Life are objects of regular and well-organized pilgrimage. They are to be visited on official holidays and on the anniversary of the Great Leader’s death, to serve as a place of vows of loyalty to the regime and its founder.


  Kim Il Sung’s body has been embalmed and left on public display in a special glass-covered coffin. Actually, in this regard, Korea follows an establishedif bizarreCommunist tradition. Like many other Communist traditions, this one originated from the USSR.


  In 1924, the body of Vladimir Lenin, the founding father of the Soviet Union, was laid in a specially constructed mausoleum where it was kept in a glass-covered coffin. This mausoleum became a place of mass pilgrimage. Initially most visitors may have been driven by sincere devotion, but in later decades the major impulse bringing visitors was, more likely than not, just bizarre curiosity. Nonetheless, passions sometimes ran high. In the Soviet times, there were two known attempts to damage Lenin’s mummy in an act of symbolic resistance against the regime. On the other hand, the postCommunist Russian government has not dared to close the mausoleum, being aware that such an act is certain to spark large-scale protests and riots of the Russian Left.


  In the Soviet times, a special and highly secretive research institute with a generous budget was responsible for the maintenance of Lenin’s body. Over the decades, its research staff gained unique expertise. In due time this expertise was in demand for new generations of the venerable dead.


  In 1949, the Bulgarian Communist leader Dmitrov became the first person to be embalmed by the personnel of Lenin’s mausoleum. After Stalin’s death in 1953 the body of the Soviet dictator was also treated with this proven technique and put alongside Lenin’s mummy. However, in 1961 Stalin’s corpse was hastily removed from the mausoleum, to be buried below the Kremlin wall.


  Meanwhile, Soviet experts were sent to take care of a number of politically important corpses across the world. They embalmed the bodies of a number of other Communist rulers: Choibalsan of Mongolia, Gottwald of Czechoslovakia, Ho Chi Minh of Vietnam, Netto of Angola (Mao’s body was treated by the Chinese themselves).


  Thus, when in 1994 Kim Il Sung died, few people doubted that his body would be put on display as well. The Russians confirmed that they had taken part in treating Kim Il Sung’s body. According to unconfirmed reports a group of Russian biologists and chemists worked in Pyongyang for almost a year.


  In the 1950s and 1960s Moscow did not charge its clients and allies for treating the bodies of their deceased rulers. But this is not the case any more. After the collapse of the Communist system in Russia, the research center has had to survive on a very tight budget, and it is not willing to provide its unique know-how for free. Incidentally, these laboratories’ major income source is now the bodies of Mafia bosses or new Russian capitalists (it was not really easy to distinguish between the former and the latter in the Russia of the 1990s).


  The fees for treating the earthly remains of the Great Leader, the Sun of the Nation, were never disclosed, but the Russians reportedly charged North Korea one million dollars. Frankly, this was a steal: Kim Il Sung died at the time when the former USSR was in the middle of its severest crisis, and exSoviet scientists were ready to accept meager rewards for their work. Nonetheless, this deal was made at the time when North Korea was on the eve of the worst famine in Korea’s history. The final result of the scientists’ efforts was the mummy of Kim Il Sung which, incidentally, cannot be referred to as a “mummy” but only “the eternal image of the Great Leader.”


  However, the million-dollar fee is only a fraction of the ongoing cost of keeping Kim Il Sung’s body well preserved. A few years ago a high-level North Korean bureaucrat mentioned to visiting Indonesians that North Korea paid about 800,000 dollars annually for these expenses. On might surmise that at least a part of this money goes to the budget of the same Soviet research centre which once did the embalming.


  In one respect the North Koreans did not emulate other Communist countries. The bodies of Lenin, Mao, and Ho Chi Minh were laid in mausoleums specially constructed for that purpose. The North Koreans did not erect a new structure but renovated a pre-existing building, the Kǔmsusan Palace. This large structure was erected on the outskirts of Pyongyang in the mid1970s. In subsequent decades it served as the residence and office of Kim Il Sung. Now this building’s huge central hall became the Great Leader’s resting place.


  Unlike the USSR, where visits to Lenin’s tomb are essentially voluntary acts, the North Koreans are picked by their party secretaries to visit the Kǔmsusan Palace. Most of them, admittedly, do not mind goingpartially out of curiosity and partially out of sincere reverence to the deceased strongman.


  For the past few years, crowds of North Koreans have passed by the body of the Great Leader who, for better or worse, ran their country for almost half a century. The visitors are required to stop for a while and bow to the glass-covered coffin containing the embalmed body. The dim lights and quiet music emphasize the quasi-religious nature of the entire scene. The visitors pay their tribute to a person who once started the worst war in Korean history, killed at least a quarter of a million people in prisons and ran what even in the Communist world was seen as an exceptionally repressive state.


  Indeed, many (I would say, most) North Koreans more or less believed in what the official propaganda told them about the Great Man. All Koreans younger than 70 have spent their entire life listening to stories about Kim Il Sung’s greatness. He is supposed to be the person who defeated the Japanese in 1945, then repelled U.S. aggression in 1950 and, by keeping the cunning imperialists at bay for decades, saved North Koreans from the sorry fate of their enslaved Southern brethren. Of course, outside the North it is common knowledge that Kim Il Sung did not fire a single shot during the liberation of Korea, that the Korean war was started by him and nearly lost due to his miscalculations, that South Korea had one of the fastest growing economies of the 20th century while the North became an international basket case. But these things remain largely or completely unknown inside the North, where many people still believe in the deceased Great Fatherly Leader.


  The downward spiral which the country’s economy entered soon after Kim Il Sung’s death has also helped to boost the posthumous standing of the Great Leader. After all, rations were coming when he was alive, and everybody enjoyed his or her 600 or 700g of rice a day. This might not sound luxurious to us, but few North Koreans knew any other life. What they know is that after 1994 things changed for the worse, and this is probably seen as a good reason to pay tribute to the dead Leader.


  *****


  Carved in Rock


  IMAGINE YOURSELF CLIMBING A scenic mountain somewhere in North Korea. You are surrounded by the breathtaking magnificence of peaks covered with white clouds and the lush greenness of mountain forests. And then you notice that one of the peaks is adorned with huge scarlet characters which are clearly visible from miles away. The inscription reads: “Long live the Great Leader” or “Hasten to battle!” or “Long live the Korean Workers’ Party” or some other equally poetic statement!
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  The stones carved with odes to commemorate the “three great generals of the Paektu mountain”Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong-suk (Kim Jong Il’s mother). Photograph by Andrei Lankov.

  



  Indeed, even the picturesque Korean mountains are not spared from being used as a propaganda medium. Slogans are carved out in huge letters in the most beautiful parts of the Korean mountains. There is perhaps no peak left in the Kŭmgangsan and Myohyangsan gorges which does not sport such a stimulating inscription as “Let’s transform ideology, technology and culture according to Juche!”


  The North Korean authorities have developed a sophisticated technology to further beautify the country’s famous scenery. The slogans are not simply painted on the slopes. They are actually first carved deep into the rocks by teams of stonemasons. These stonemasons are selected from among model workers, and their job is seen as prestigious and full of perkseven if occasionally dangerous! The selfless devotion of these stonemasons has even been reflected in some North Korean movies. The carved slogans are then painted bright red, ensuring that they are visible from afar.


  This frantic stone-cutting activity began in 1972 when North Korea celebrated Kim Il Sung’s 60th birthday with hitherto unprecedented pomp. Now this activity is explained as yet another brilliant invention of General Kim Jong Il, but in the earlier stages the credit for the idea used to go to Kim Il Sung himself. Indeed, Kim Il Sung once remarked: “It would be nice to carve out some good inscriptions on the rocks for future generations!”


  This is not to deny Kim Jong Il’s involvement. In August 1973 he visited the Kŭmgangsan mountains and personally supervised the carving of the first inscriptions which honored his father’s “immortal achievements.”


  A North Korean historian describes this campaign in the following terms (the quotation affords a glimpse into the modern North Korean academic style):


  “Having wholeheartedly perceived the wise instructions of the Great Leader and the Dear Leader, party members and all working people rose to struggle to carve out inscriptions which would last for ten thousand generations. To this end, a ‘youth shock detachment’ was formed from Party Youth members and other young people who were helped by voluntary groups of workers. The members of the rapid combat detachment and helpers from the local population, inspired by a feeling of fiery devotion to the Great Leader, by February 1982 had created in Kŭmgangsan 61 carvings (3690 characters). In their scale and their deep ideological content they are not paralleled anywhere in the world [indeed!A.L.]. Thus, the inscription ‘Juche’ on Ch’on’yŏn rock is 27 meters high, 8 meters wide, while its characters are 1.2 meters deep.”


  In the early 1990s, this inscription was surpassed by yet another one, also located in the Kŭmgangsan mountains. In Korean, Kim Il Sung’s name is depicted by three characters, and each of the three was carved in stone 20 meters long and 16 meters wide, with strokes up to 2 meters broad. What makes things worse is the depth of the carving, which is 0.9 meters. Even if the paint is scrubbed off, such a huge inscription cannot be removed without a traceit is now probably there forever!


  The entire activity is supervised by the Institute of Party History, which is subordinated to the Central Committee. The Institute officials choose the sites for new inscriptions as well as their content. Nobody knows for sure how many stunningly beautiful rocks have been “adorned” by this Institute, but recently North Korean officials boasted that they had inscribed some 20,000 characters nationwide!


  One must admit that the North Korean penchant for “beautifying the scenery” has some historic roots. It is in line with East Asian tradition, since carving out poetry on a suitable rock has long been the norm for rich travellers (i.e., those who could afford to hire stonemasons to do the job!). However, these old inscriptions were quite small, and blended in with the environment, especially since they were essentially unofficial in nature. They are a far cry from Kim Il Sung’s modern propaganda art.


  The carved inscriptions are both conspicuous and virtually indestructible. Nothing short of dynamiting the mountains will erase them, and plastering them over is also unlikely to be completely successful. Thus, perhaps, these inscriptions will become the longest-lasting monument to Kim Il Sung’s era and his ambitions. For many decades, they will cause outrage and irritation (perhaps mixed with admiration), but sooner or later they will become the amusing reminder of times long past, like those equally megalomaniac inscriptions of ancient Babylonian and Assyrian kings.


  *****



  Written in Stone


  IN 1987 THE WORLD (OR RATHER the very small section of it that cared about North Korea in those prenuclear times) learned that the North Korean bureaucrats had invented yet another way to extol the Great Leader, Sun of the Nation, Ever-victorious Marshal Kim Il Sung. They began erecting massive commemorative stones bearing enlarged facsimile reproductions of the Great Leader’s own handwriting.


  Actually, the idea to put the Great Leader’s pronouncements in stone is not that new. From the early 1970s, the picturesque North Korean mountains have been carved with huge inscriptions conveying to the masses slogans or sayings of Kim Il Sung. But the ch’inp’ilbi, as the stones carrying the facsimile reproductions are known, were somewhat different. First of all, they were much larger, and second, they bore an exact copy of the sacral handwriting. Nor was this a new idea for East Asia. The art of calligraphy has been appreciated there for millennia, and it was common for a Korean king or Chinese emperor to present an especially illustrious subject or some institution with a specimen of royal handwriting.


  The first ch’inp’ilbi was unveiled in Pyongyang on the Morangbong Hill in October 1987. This monument was of great scale: its length was 75 meters, height 10.4 meters, and total weight was said to be 650 tons. On it workers carved a facsimile copy of the entire speech which Kim Il Sung delivered on October 14, 1945, upon his arrival in Korea. This was the first public speech by the would-be Great Leader after his return to Korea. As a matter of fact, the speech was written by the propaganda officers of the Soviet 25th Army, which was responsible for the occupation of Korea, but this fact was never admitted in the North, needless to say.
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  The masses and the Leader. The obligatory tribute paid to the mammoth statue of Kim Il Sung on top of Mansudae Hill. Photograph by Christopher Morris.

  



  It was followed by a new monument, erected in April 1992, to commemorate Kim Il Sung’s eightieth birthday. This one was constructed in the Myohyang Mountains, at a place where Kim Il Sung once conducted one of his numerous “on-the-spot-guidance” homilies. This monument was smaller and weighed merely 250 tons, being made of granite. It conveyed the following wisdom: “Water is rice. Rice is Communism. The irrigation-based socialist agriculture of our country will have a great harvest every year. Kim Il Sung, April 15, 1992.” With the wisdom of hindsight this sounds a bit ironic, especially since Kim Il Sung’s incompetent advice on agricultural methods contributed to the disaster of 19961999. The terraced fields much promoted by the Great Leader proved to be vulnerable to floods and were virtually washed away. The irrigation system based on the wide use of power-driven pumps did not survive the energy crisis of the 1990s and the heavy reliance on such a system is often mentioned among the reasons that led to the disastrous famine.


  However, the most important monument was erected in the truce village of Panmunjom. It is very short and contains only Kim Il Sung’s own signature and date: 1994.7.7 (July 7, 1994). This is a facsimile of Kim’s signature on one of the documents related to the “reunification” issue. He allegedly signed this document shortly before his sudden death on July 8. Probably this really was the case: Kim Il Sung died amidst the preparations for the first intraKorean summit, which was scheduled to take place in late July 1994. The stone was symbolically located in Panmunjom, a “truce village,” which in popular imagination has long become the symbol of Korea’s division. The stone cannot be seen from the southern territory, but it is a must for all foreigners visiting Panmunjon from the North. Even Kim Jong Il once made a very public pilgrimage to this stone.
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  The most famous of all ch’inp’ilbi, located in Panmunjom. The facsimile copy of Kim Il Sung’s own signature. Photograph by Andrei Lankov.

  



  The personality cult of Kim Jong Il is deliberately made to mirror the cult of his father. The much-adored “Kim Il Sung flower” is paired with the “Kim Jong Il flower.” The “Song of General Kim Il Sung” nearly replaced the national anthem, but after the promotion of Kim Jong Il the North Koreans were made to sing “Song of General Kim Jong Il” as well. Everything now comes in such pairs, with the exception of statues: for some reason, there are no Kim Jong Il statues in the North.


  Thus, it is only logical that Kim Jong Il’s ch’inp’ilbi are present as well. In August 1993 one such commemorative stone was unveiled at a school once attended by Yi In-mo, a former North Korean officer and Communist guerrilla who was taken prisoner in the South, and then spent 34 years in prison since he refused to sign a repentance declaration. The stone contains a sentence from a letter sent by Kim Jong Il to Yi In-mo’s daughter: “Our Party will not forget Comrade Yi In-mo’s confidence and willpower.” Later this monument was augmented by some other specimens of Kim Jong Il’s ch’inp’ilbi. The most visible is located in the privileged Pyongyang Maternity Hospital. It says something mundane: “I wish you success in serving the people.” As one can easily guess, this is a quotation from Kim Jong Il’s congratulatory letter to the hospital staff.


  In addition to these stones, facsimile copies of Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung’s handwriting are carved on rocky slopes in the mountains, and sometimes even reproduced as mosaics made of colored glass. One such “decoration,” for example, adorns a slope of Paektu Mountain and is reported to be 216 meters long.


  I keep wondering what is going to happen to these monuments in the future. They are difficult to demolish, unlike statues that can easily be toppled. And what will grandchildren of present-day North Koreans feel while gazing on the traces of the Kims’ well-calculated megalomania? Disgust? Irony? Nostalgia? Admiration?


  *****



  Taking a Leaf

  from His Father’s Book


  IN 1964, AN INDONESIAN BOTANIST called Bunt bred a new type of orchid. One year later, the then Indonesian President Sukarno decided to use the new flower to please a foreign guestthe North Korean leader Kim Il Sung. Sukarno presented the flower to Kim Il Sung and suggested naming the orchid after his guest. Kim Il Sung loved the idea.


  Thus North Korea acquired its very own special flower, and it became a sort of botanical symbol of the regime. Its nameKim-il-sǒng-hwa or “flower of Kim Il Sung” in Koreanis translated into English in a number of ways, kimilsungia being, perhaps, the most suitable.


  It could not have come at a better time: in the late 1960s the North had worldwide ambitions, and the Indonesia-originated flower seemed to confirm the love that the world’s peoples felt for their only true leader, Comrade Kim Il Sung, the Creator of the Immortal Juche Idea. This was confirmation of the ambitions of the North Korean leaders who tried to present their tiny country as another center of the worldwide Communist movement, an alternative to, and superior to, both Moscow and Beijing.


  For the next few years, until 1975, North Korean botanists diligently worked with the presented orchid. The original breed flowered in September, but the efforts of the scientists bore fruit and the improved kimilsungia was in full bloom every April, just in time for the North’s lavish celebrations for Kim Il Sung’s birthday.


  The kimilsungia was called “the flower of loyalty” and its breeding became an important political task, yet another test of political reliability. By the late 1970s the kimilsungia craze had taken over the North.


  Of course, this craze was heavily subsidized by the government: the Korean Peninsula is not the most suitable natural environment for a tropical orchid. In 1979 the Central Botanic Gardens in Pyongyang constructed a special “Kimilsungia greenhouse” which was to breed the vulnerable flowers. Initially the greenhouse area was 600 square meters, but in the 1980s it was enlarged to 1,500 square meters. Similar greenhouses were built throughout the country; every major city and every province has one.


  Thus, the North Koreans now have a reliable supply of kimilsungia. It was difficult to breed the capricious flowers at home, so the job was entrusted to teams of professional botanists who take care of the seedlings in the greenhouses. These ecological bubbles did not come cheap, but who cared?


  However, in the 1980s it became clear that the kimilsungia craze lacked its politically symmetrical counterpart. Every single propaganda campaign aimed at eulogizing Kim Senior had to be augmented by a similar gimmick extolling the virtues of his son and heir, soon to become a new Great Leader. Thus, in 1988 Kim Jong Il got a flower of his own. It was called kim-jǒng-il-hwa or kimjongilia.


  The story of the kimjongilia was deliberately constructed to contain a parallel with that of kimilsungia. This time the flower originated in Japan, where a local botanist named Kamo Motoderu spent some twenty years breeding it from a South American begonia. He then presented the flower on the 46th birthday of the Dear Leader as a token of “friendship and goodwill between Korea and Japan.” Soon afterwards, this particular begonia was bred throughout North Korea, requiring even more greenhouses, even though it is said to be easier to grow than kimilsungia. The first such greenhouse was erected in 1989, with a total area of 730 square meters.
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  The statue on top of Mansudae Hill, 1972 vintage Stalinist realism, North Korean version. Photograph by Anna Fifield.

  



  Meanwhile, the North Korean composers wrote a song called “Kimjongilia,” soon to be performed across the country. The lyrics read:


  
    The red flowers that are blossoming over our land


    Are like our hearts: full of love for the leader.


    Our hearts follow the young buds of kimjongilia;


    Oh! The flower of our loyalty!

  


  Lavish exhibitions of these flowers were held in cities throughout the 1990s. In recent years a particularly extravagant and expensive exhibition of kimjongilia became a standard feature of the annual birthday celebrations of Kim Jong Il. The best specimens, reared by some local institutions or presented from overseas, are exhibited there. The foreign businessmen who cooperate with the North are pressured to “donate” some money and/or flowers for such an exhibition. The press runs stories about selfless Koreans who were keeping the flowers warm throughout the winter even when their houses were freezing during the disastrous years of the Great Famine.


  The economic difficulties seemingly did not influence the spread of kimjongilia and kimilsungia even though tropical flowers are unlikely to prosper in a starving temperate-zone country. Indeed, the greenhouses breeding kimjongilia and kimilsungia are deemed so important that even in the midst of famine, amidst the nearly complete collapse of the energy supply, the greenhouses were still allocated generous quotas of hot water and electricity. People might have died in large numbers, but Indonesian orchids and Japanese begonias survived.


  *****



  Museums of Merit


  WHAT WOULD YOU EXPECT to see in a subway museum? You are probably going to say that in such a place there must be some photos documenting the subway construction, and perhaps models of the carriages and other equipment used by the subway services. Yesbut not if your museum is located in Pyongyang.


  North Korean museums are very specific institutions. Basically, there are two types of museum in North Korea: museums in the normal sense of the word, and the so-called museums of merit (sajǒkkwan in Korean). The real museums form only a minority. There are just half a dozen of them in Pyongyang and a handful in the countryside.


  Meanwhile, “museums of merit” are virtually everywhere. In the 1990s, there were some 60 museums of this type nationwide. I’ve seen three such museums, affiliated with a university, a railway, and a subway, as well as two local “museums of merit” in Wonsan and Ch’ǒnsanli. And, I dare to say, this was an unforgettable, if bizarre, experience!


  The full official name of these institutions is “Museum of the Revolutionary Merit of the Great Leader and the Dear Leader” (that is, of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il). In fact, they are museums of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il but with some local or specialized touches. These establishments use the backdrop of a university, railway, subway or locality to illustrate the acts or thoughts of the Leaders.


  Thus, in the subway museum, the first few halls deal with the childhood of Kim Il Sung, followed by his guerrilla activities in Manchuria, his return to the country and, of course, his wise leadership during the Korean War. The heroic deeds of Kim Jong Il are treated with equal respect, but none of the exhibits in the first halls is related to the subway in any meaningful manner. Only in later halls do materials related to the subway itself begin to appear.


  Nonetheless, even these materials are, first and foremost, related to the Kims and their constant care for the development of the Pyongyang subway system. Of course, there are photos of the subway construction and of workers, and there are leaflets and newspapers that were issued during the subway construction. However, the exhibition is centered around such moving items as, say, a fountain pen that Kim Il Sung once used to sign the decree about the subway construction, or a chair in which Kim Il Sung sat while inspecting the construction site, or a microphone into which Kim Il Sung uttered a few words about the subway, or even an entire vehicle in which Kim Il Sung once traveled between two underground stations.


  The walls are decorated with photos and pictures treating the same subject of “Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il and the subway” from all imaginable perspectives. A huge diorama equipped with numerous special effects is devoted to that great historic event: the inspection of the subway construction by Kim Il Sung.


  In the railway “museum of merit” one picture was especially memorable. It depicts a girl in railway uniform holding a signal flashlight and standing near a railway line while looking with tearful eyes somewhere into the darkness. The caption explains everything: “Where are you going so late at night, our Great Leader?”


  Once upon a time the “museums of merit” dealt with Kim Il Sung alone, but after Kim Jong Il was officially declared his heir in 1980, they were re-organized to relate the heroic deeds of the younger Kim as well. I was particularly moved by the hall “Kim Jong Il at a Military Camp” in the Kim Il Sung University’s “museum of merit.” Like all other university students in the early 1960s, the would-be heir designate was required to undertake a short course of reserve officers’ training (somewhat similar to the American ROTC system, but obligatory). Among other exhibits, there is a rifle (allegedly Kim’s), his shovel and even a ladle Kim Jong Il used while working a shift in the camp kitchen. Another huge picture is devoted to this historical event of great significanceKim Jong Il working a shift in the kitchen. He is depicted giving instructions to his fellow studentsattentive and admiring, needless to say!


  In the late 1980s, the village of Ŏŭndong, within the administrative borders of Pyongyang, where Kim’s training camp was once located, became a huge memorial complex. Even a stone on which Kim Jong Il rested after a tiring run has been specially fenced and now is carefully protected there. After all, only six months of Marshal Kim Jong Il’s life were spent in the barracks, and throughout all this not-so-long time of his “military service” Kim Jong Il was in Ŏŭndong. So, the place warrants special attention indeed!


  *****



  The Big Picture


  IN AUGUST 2003, SOUTH KOREANS were excited about some very special and unusual guests. The North Korean athletes who came to take part in the Taegu Universiade were accompanied by a large team of beautiful cheerleaders. The girls were stunners, indeed, and the power of the mysterious and the exotic made them an instant success.
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  Such socialist realism paintings of Kim Il Sung adorn countless crossroads in the country. They should be kept in good order. Photograph by Andrei Lankov.

  



  On August 28 the girls were returning to their boarding facilities after they had cheered for North Korean archers. It was raining, and through the windows of their buses they saw portraits of Kim Jong Il pictured together with the South Korean President Kim Dae Jung. The banner was an enlarged copy of a photo taken during the summit in 2000. Obviously, it was put up by some South Korean leftist-nationalist groups (and what wonderful cheerleaders for the Dear Leader and his system these groups are!).


  However, the picture had an unintended effect. Once the beauties saw it, they were outraged. The banner was wet, since it had not been duly protected against the rain! The raindrops were damaging the sacral likeness of the Dear Leader! The girls demanded the bus drivers to stop and rushed to rescue the icons. They also had an additional complaint: the banner was placed inappropriately low! The journalists were eager to take pictures of this colorful scene: a crowd of the outraged beauties running to save the likeness of the incumbent monarch, loudly screaming all the way.


  North Korea is a country of portraitsportraits of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, that is. The portraits are ubiquitous. They are to be placed in every living room, in every office, in every railway (and, by extension, subway) carriage but, for some reason, not on the buses or trolleybuses. The portraits adorn the entrances of all major public buildings, railways stations and schools. Reportedly, in the late 1990s, the largest portrait of Kim Il Sung within the city limits of Pyongyang graced the First Department Store in the very center of the North Korean capital. The portrait was 15 meters high and 11 meters wide.


  North Koreans have been living under the permanent gaze of the Great Leader for more than three decades. In the late 1960s North Koreans were ordered to place these icons in their homes and offices. By 1972, when Kim’s 60th birthday was lavishly celebrated, North Korea had a much greater density of portraits than could ever be found in Stalin’s Russia or Mao’s Chinathe two countries that bestowed this peculiar fondness for the Leader’s portraits on Korea.


  In the late 1970s, the North Koreans received another set of instructions. They were ordered to display portraits of Kim Jong Il, the heir designate. This had to be done unofficially. The propaganda insisted that there was a widespread movement of North Koreans who, purely out of love for the son of their ruler, began to adorn their dwellings with his portraits. Only in the late 1980s did Kim Jong Il’s portraits appear in public spaces, and from the early 1990s on they have been the same size as those of his father and they are put together in rooms and offices in pairs.


  All portraits are produced by the Mansudae workshops that specialize in making images of Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, and their relatives. They are framed and glazed (and only the best glass and timber will do!).


  In different eras the Kims were depicted in diverse manners, and these changes tell a lot about changes in ideology and policy. In the 1960s and 1970s Kim Il Sung wore a Mao suit, stressing the austerity and quasi-military character of the regime. In the mid1980s these portraits were replaced with new ones, depicting Kim Il Sung in a Western-type suit. This signaled the relative openness of the regime in the late 1980s. After Kim Il Sung’s death in 1994, the new portraits also showed him in suits (incidentally, these portraits were called a “depiction of the Sun” since in his lifetime Kim was “the Sun of the Nation”). However, from early 2001 Kim Il Sung has appeared in newly issued portraits in the military uniform of a generalissimo, the rank he bestowed on himself in the last years of his long life.


  Kim Jong Il’s portrait underwent similar changes. Initially Kim Jong Il was also depicted in the dark-colored Mao suit, once his favorite. However, the 2001 version showed him in the grandeur of a marshal’s uniform. This once again confirmed the importance of the “army-first policy” proclaimed by Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s “Glorious Marshal” whounlike the vast majority of North Korean malesnever served in the military himself.


  Nowadays, in 20042005, there are two sets of the portraits in North Korean houses. The households of party cadres, military officers and security officials sport three portraits: one depicts Kim Il Sung, another Kim Jong Il, and yet another Kim Il Sung’s wife and Kim Jong Il’s mother, Kim Jong Suk. Such sets are distributed to them by the state authorities and are supposed to be put on display.


  Lesser beings have not been ordered so far to have the portraits of Kim Jong Suk, but their humbler dwellings still sport three picturesa portrait of the Dear Leader, a portrait of the Great Leader, and a photo depicting the two great men talking together.


  But this is the situation in late 2004. By the time you read this, it will probably change: the “portrait policy” has been remarkable for its constant fluidity.


  North Korea is run as if it is a cult, and portraits of the Kim family are icons of this religion. The special care of these icons is prescribed by the so-called ten rules of the unified ideological system, a sort of North Korean “Ten commandments” (taking into consideration the Christian background of Kim Il Sung and many other early Communist activists, this is not necessarily a coincidence).


  The portraits are put on one of the walls, and that wall cannot be used for any other images or pinups. When a North Korean family moves to another place, they must start by hanging the Kims’ portraits on the wall. Random checks are conducted to make sure that proper care of the portraits is taken.


  Of course, the portraits have to be kept in good order. Thus, every set comes with a special box which is used to keep tools for maintaining the portraits. Inside such a box there are two pieces of soft cloth for cleaning the portraits and a brush. The cleaning should be done daily. In offices and schools, the local cadres are responsible for organizing proper cleaning, and the quality of the job is checked by random inspections by more senior cadres. It is a major sin to have portraits undusted, and even unintentional damage to the portraits is a serious problem.


  In the military, the portraits are hung in all rooms in permanent barracks. When a unit departs for a field exercise (as North Korean units do often), the portraits are taken with them. Once the platoon prepares its tent or, more commonly, its dugout, the portraits are placed there, and only after this ritual is the provisional shelter deemed suitable for life.


  Often the portraits become an important part of ritual. In schools, students are required to bow to the portraits and express their gratitude to the Dear Leader who, in his wisdom and kindness, bestowed such a wonderful life on his subjects. The portraits feature very prominently in marriage ceremonies as well. The couple has to make deep bows to the portraits of the Great Leaders. This tribute is very public and serves as a culmination of the wedding ritual. It does not matter whether the wedding ceremony is held in a public wedding hall or at home.


  The portraits are jealously protected. Even incidental damage of the portrait might spell disaster for the culprit. It was recently learned that Kim Yŏng-jun, a prominent Korean leftist scholar who had defected to the North, committed suicide in the 1960s. The reason? He accidentally damaged Kim Il Sung’s portrait. This suicide was an indication of neither his excessive political zeal nor his paranoia. He made a rational choice, preferring a swift death in the relative comfort of his privileged apartment block to a slow death in prison.


  Thus it comes as no surprise that in 2003 the North Korean cheerleaders reacted to the improper treatment of the portraits in such a violent manner. Nonetheless, it is a great unknown if the girls were sincere in their rush. Perhaps, they simply wanted to demonstrate their loyalty and score some additional points in their files or just followed the crowd with full knowledge that insufficient zeal would be dangerous.


  *****



  Learning to Be a Loyal Soldier

  of the Dear Leader


  EDUCATION IN NORTH KOREA IS POLITICAL. This is a truism, since the same can be said about education in any other country. Schools are entrusted with the task of imbuing future citizens with the values considered “correct” in any given society.


  So, what is so special about North Korea? First of all, the sheer volume of propaganda which is heaped on the children is exceptional. Another peculiarity is the prominence given to the country’s ruling familythe world’s only Communist dynasty.


  This is not really unique. Most other Communist countries have emphasized the importance and superiority of their systems over that of their adversaries. Needless to say, Stalin and Mao also received more than their fair share of adulation in the Russian and Chinese textbooks of their era. However, the scale of such propaganda in North Korea surpasses everything which has been seen before.


  The emphasis is, first and foremost, on the Kim family. The North Korean system is good because it was created by the Kims, and it remains good as long as it is managed by themor so the mantra goes.


  Therefore, every North Korean student must study the biographies of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il. Not real biographies, of course, but rather a collection of fairy tales where the Great and Dear Leaders are presented as the embodiment of wisdom, courage, benevolence and all other virtues.


  Back in the 1980s, I had the opportunity to visit a couple of showcase North Korean kindergartens. Both boasted a special room for these “biographical” studies, with a large relief model of Mangyŏngdae, the native village of Kim Il Sung, placed in the center. Before the lesson started, all the children along with their teacher made three full bows to Kim Il Sung’s portrait chanting the words: “Thank you, Marshal-Father!” And with this charming ritual, the lesson commenced. Nowadays, it is Kim Jong Il rather than Kim Il Sung who is in the center of the ritual.


  One after another, the children were summoned by the teacher to approach the model. In childish voices, but doing their best to affect an “adult” intonation, they would recite various episodes from the Great Leader’s childhood: “Here the Father-Leader played war games preparing himself for combat against the Japanese imperialists,” or “Here the Father-Leader trained himself by playing sports.” The unfortunate children are required to speak with the aggressive pathos which is common in North Korean radio broadcasts, using “adult” expressions and idiom.


  The children are reminded that it is only thanks to the Kim dynasty that they are able to enjoy their “happy childhood.” Even the food they eat is proof of the benevolence of the Great Leader, so after every meal all children have to thank the Leader for his care for them, chanting: “Great Leader, thank you very much, we ate well!”


  As children attend primary school, they begin to study the “history of the Great Leader.” Then, in secondary school, there is another round, followed by a final dose at university. Since the 1980s, the “Revolutionary history of the Great Leader” has been supplemented by the “revolutionary history of the Dear Leader” (Kim Jong Il). Now the younger Kim has supplanted the dynasty’s founding father as the primary object of official veneration. Finally, Kim Jong Suk, the first wife of Kim Il Sung and mother of Kim Jong Il, has also joined the group and nowadays students are supposed to study her great deeds as well.


  However, political education does not end with these indoctrination classes. Even such seemingly apolitical subjects as mathematics are awash with political messages. Take, for example, a quiz from a North Korean math textbook: “3 soldiers from the Korean People’s Army killed 30 American soldiers. How many American soldiers were killed by each of them, if they all killed an equal number of enemy soldiers?” Then a child may be offered more food for thought: “The Great Leader-Father Kim Il Sung was, as a child, once given 9 apples. He gave 3 to his grandfather, 2 to his grandmother, 1 to his father and 1 to his mother. How many apples did he give away and how many did he keep for himself?”


  North Korean books on social subjects are permeated with statements about the Leaders’ wisdom: “The Great Leader Kim Il Sung was the great father of the people who during the 82 years of his life kept working for the people and did not allow himself a day of rest!”


  One should wonder how it is possible to connect young Kim to the anti-guerrilla resistance. After all, the would-be heir designate was merely three years old when the struggle was over. However, this does not seem to be an issue: the North Korean children are taught that their nation’s leader was born in a secret guerrilla base in mountain forests of Paektusan and took part in the liberation struggle in spite of being a toddler!


  To what extent does such an education influence the North Koreans? If my Soviet experience is a guide, its impact should be neither overestimated nor underestimated. Some details will disappear soon, but underlying assumptions are likely to last. The North Koreans might lose their belief in the superhuman qualities of the Kim family overnight, but it will probably take much longer for them to learn not to expect too much from the state and take their own lives in their own hands.


  *****



  What’s in a Name?


  IN 1979 A BOOK WAS PUBLISHED in North Korea. It was called On the Honorific Words Applicable to the Great Leader Comrade Kim Il Sung, and the Proper Use of Respectful Expressions in Reference to the Great Leader. I suspect that the book was welcomed by many Koreans who had been forced to navigate the treacherous shoals of political linguistics without proper charts. By the late 1970s Kim Il Sung’s personality cult had reached a near hysterical pitch, and he had to be mentioned and thanked everywhere. However, the use of an improper expression could easily land a person in a prison camp. Thus, clear instructions were badly needed. They probably existed since the 1960s but were not published openlya major inconvenience in an era when every North Korean had to pay tribute to the Great Man.


  Of all Kim Il Sung’s titles, “Great Leader” was the most popular. It nearly became Kim Il Sung’s second name. The English “Leader” is used here to translate Korean “suryǒng,” which consists of two Chinese characters, the first meaning “head” and the second “lead” or “leader.”


  The term was introduced in the late 1940s, and initially it was applied only to Stalin and Lenin, the two “great leaders” of Communism. In 1952 Kim Il Sung was promoted to the rank of suryǒng as well. Nonetheless, in those early years he was usually called “susang” (“prime-minister”), or “changgun” (“general”). Suryǒng was still too lofty a designation for general use and was reserved for special occasions.


  It became a standard term of reference only in the 1960s, usually combined with widaehan, “great,” or with ǒbǒi, “fatherly.” From around 1960 it was only Kim who could be addressed in that fashion.


  “Great Leader” or “Fatherly Leader” became the two most frequently used sobriquets of the North Korean dictator. There were otherssome dozens of them, and they were sometimes very picturesque. The most common were “Sun of the Nation” and “Ever-Victorious General.” “Sun of Mankind” was also widely used.


  In 1972 Kim Il Sung promoted himself to the newly established post of state president. It was called chusǒk, the Korean pronunciation of the title that was used for Mao as well. However, in Chinese the title is usually rendered in English as “Chairman,” while in Korea for some reason it came to be translated as “President.”


  In the 1970s Kim Jong Il began to consolidate his power. For a while the rising son was enigmatically called the “Party Center,” but eventually he acquired a title of his own. This was ch’inaehanǔn chidoja or “Dear Leader.” One has to note that for father and son they use two different Korean words, which both are usually rendered into English as “leader.” Kim Senior was “suryǒng” while Kim Junior was merely “chidoja.” It is hardly possible to render this difference in English correctly; alas, the language of Shakespeare is somewhat lacking when it comes to discriminating the subtleties of that vocabulary.


  When President Kim died in 1994 his son assumed power. After the three years of mourning passed, North Koreans were informed that henceforth the designation suryǒng would never be employed for anyone else. This title, even posthumously, could be applied to the late Kim Il Sung alone. The position of the President was also reserved for him forever. Kim Il Sung’s son became the head of state, not its president. He holds the position of Chairman of the National Defense Committeeand thus the title “Chairman Kim” can occasionally be seen in the Western press.


  And what happened to the “Dear Leader” after his father’s death? He changed the first part of his official appellation, becoming “great” instead of “dear.” However, the second part remains the same: Kim Jong Il is “chidoja” or “ryǒngdoja.” Kim Junior can occasionally be called “suryǒng” as well, but in general this somewhat superior title is still reserved for his late father.


  Perhaps, sooner or later, Kim Jong Il will also be upgraded to suryǒng. After all, some titles which once were reserved for Kim Il Sung have become standard for Kim Jong Il as well. For decades, the North Koreans knew that only Kim Il Sung should be referred to as “the sun of the nation” (minjǒkŭi t’aeyang’), but nowadays this is one of the most common titles of Kim Jong Il.


  This elaborate system creates a lot of problems for English translators. The standard titles of “Great Leader” and “Dear Leader” have long become the standard sobriquets of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il in English texts. These translations give some flavor of the original, but they are not quite correct now in the 2000s when the most common titles of both Kim Jong Il and Kim Il Sung can be rendered as “Great Leader,” with the original having the same Korean word for “great” but different words for “leader.”


  There are other honorific titles reserved for the Dear (or, sorry, now Great) Leader. Some of these simply reflect his official positions: he is the Supreme Commander-in-Chief, the General Secretary and the like. The titles of “Beloved General” (kyǒngaehanǔn changgun) and “Commander-in-Chief” (kycngaehanǔn ch’oego saryǒnggwang) are also quite popular. Some other titles are more inventive, like the Bright Star of Paektu Mountain (Paektu kwangmyǒngsǒng) or Guiding Star (hyangdo-ui pyŏl, a literal translation of a Western idiom, once very popular among the Russian propaganda-mongers of Stalin’s era).


  It appears that, when compared to his late father, Kim Jong Il is somewhat less enthusiastic about flowery titles: the rules governing the use of these terms have become less strict after his ascent to power. Indeed, Kim Jong Il knows what has happened to the numerous “little Stalins” across the world, and perhaps is not very happy about the situation in which he finds himself. But what can be done? The Soviet experience clearly demonstrated that reforms can easily lead to a revolution, and if such a revolution happens, neither the “Beloved General” nor his entourage have any place to go....


  PART 2


  In Times of Propaganda


  
    

  


  In the Land of Meetings


  NORTH KOREA IN THE 1970s OFTEN described itself as a “Juche nation” or a “nation of exemplary socialism,” but many North Koreans would describe their native land as a “nation of ideological education.”


  Kim Il Sung once remarked that a North Korean was expected to spend “eight hours working, eight hours resting and eight hours studying.” By “study” he meant, first and foremost, ideological study, and the most typical form of this study occurs in regularly scheduled meetings and indoctrination sessions of all kinds.


  All Communist regimes have had a penchant for obligatory “study sessions”: the party members or employees of a particular unit are herded to spend an hour or so listening to boring speeches by their ideological supervisors. The masses are enlightened about the cruel and perfidious nature of the capitalist world, the horrors of the pre-revolutionary past and the glories of the Communist present.


  However, even in the worst of times, the average inhabitant of an Eastern European Communist country would spend probably a couple of hours per week at such meetings and probably even less. In North Korea from the early 1960s it was not unusual for the average worker to spend some three or four hours per day on ideological indoctrination!


  These meetings were arranged by one’s “organization.” In North Korea every adult belongs to some “organization,” and this means that attendance is obligatory for everyone, from the primary school student to the retired farmer’s wife.


  The structure of the meetings has changed over time. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, when the authorities were busy purging the last vestiges of opposition, ferocious struggle sessions were common. They closely resembled the notorious Red Guard meetings of the Chinese Cultural Revolution period, with victims dragged to the podium and verbally abused for hours on end. In some cases, the interrogators did not limit themselves to verbal attacks and would beat the hapless and unrepentant counter-revolutionary in front of his former co-workers. In later eras, the sessions became less heated and more formal affairs.


  In all North Korean agencies, workers started their working day with a “newspaper reading” session. It began some 45 minutes before the official start of the working day, and attendance was obligatory. For 30 minutes an appointed representative read extracts from the official North Korean newspapers, thus ensuring that every North Korean learned what was considered politically correct on a given day. Then, for the next 1015 minutes, a low-level cadre would discuss the “tasks of the day;” this discussion largely consisted of a repetition of the currently accepted slogans. The working day was crowned with a “work analysis” meeting where workers were supposed to discuss the results of their work.


  There were also political study sessions where their major task was to learn (often through rote memorization) the dictums of the Great Leader and, from the early 1980s, the Dear Leader. They also studied the official versions of Kim Il Sung’s and Kim Jong Il’s biography or listened to presentations on selected international and domestic issues.


  There were four major areas of this education: “class education” (stories about exploitation and suffering at the hands of the class enemies); “revolutionary education” (stories about great deeds of the antiJapanese guerrillas and other revolutionary fighters); “loyalty education” (stories about the benevolence and wisdom of the Great and Dear Leaders); and “socialist patriotism education” (stories about North Korea’s prosperity and its superiority to all other countries as well as the innate virtues of the Korean nation). Party agencies distributed printed materials which were to be carefully studied and memorized by the millions of North Koreans who had to attend the sessions.


  Even music was not forgotten. Koreans love singing, and even more so in Kim Il Sung’s North Korea, where both TV sets and tape recorders remained a rarity until the late 1980s. Thus, the officially approved songs all carried wholesome political messages. The lyrics had to contain references to the infinite wisdom of the Leader(s) or the great prosperity of the country or the sufferings of the South Korea brethren under the American yoke. Thus, the songs were studied at special “song study sessions” as a part of a “song popularization activity.”


  But why do we use the past tense? Because things have changed a lot since the mid1990s. Sessions are still common, and songs’ lyrics still deal with lofty political subjects, but it is clear that the average length of these sessions has dramatically decreased, especially among the working class. Common North Koreans do not see much sense in attending sessions these days. Many factories are closed and their employees collect only nominal wages, earning their income rather through private trade or handicrafts. The authorities do not have many incentives to influence the reluctant commoners, and they cannot brand every absentee as a “counter-revolutionary.” Finally, it appears that the new generation of officials has lost much of their fathers’ revolutionary zeal.


  The most dreaded type of session was the “self-criticism meeting,” but this will be our next topic.


  *****



  Self-Criticism


  FROM THE EARLY 1960S TO THE EARLY 1990s, meetings and study sessions constituted a large part of the daily routine of every North Korean. Such sessions typically occupied between two and four hours every day! These days North Koreans spend less time listening to eulogies of the “Great Leader,” but these sessions still loom large in their lives.


  The most important and dreaded of these sessions are known as “self-criticism meetings.” Actually, in Korean they have a different name which is quite difficult to render into Englishsaenghwal ch’onghwa (something like “Meetings on drawing the results of life”). Nevertheless, I’d rather call them self-criticism sessions, since this descriptive name reflects their nature quite well.


  As with many other institutions, North Koreans insist that they, or rather the “Dear Leader” Kim Jong Il (whom else?), invented the self-criticism meetings. Once again, this is not quite correct, since these meetings were once commonplace in Mao’s China, whence they were obviously borrowed in the early 1960s.


  However, it is true that in the early 1970s, the then 30-year-old Kim Jong Il developed a new model for these meetings and it has been followed ever since. Since that time in most work units the self-criticism sessions have taken place once every week. For some reason farmers hold them every ten days, and people in some sensitive positions are required to deliver public self-criticism with greater frequency. Aside from the weekly sessions, there are also “self-criticism” meetings of a higher level that are held once a month or once a year.


  The work unit to which a particular person belongs organizes the weekly sessions. By definition, every North Korean is a member of some organization. There are about four million members of the KWPthe North Korean version of the Communist Party (the exact number of KWP members is kept secret). Youngsters aged from 14 to 30 are members of the Party Youth. All other adults are members of the Trade Unions. Those farmers who are not KWP members, are supposed to attend sessions arranged by the Farmers’ Union. Even housewives are not left without ideological guidance and spiritual care: unemployed females are members of the Women’s Union. These bodies are charged with responsibility for the self-criticism sessions.


  Everybody must prepare for a self-criticism session in advance. One is required to write down all his or her sins and transgressions in a special notebook. When the time comes, one has to report all the transgressions of the preceding week. But what does one confess? Soldiers confess that they did not clean their rifle properly or missed targets during a shooting practice, students express their penitence about badly done homework, housewives admit that they cleaned the neighborhood’s streets without proper zeal. However, mere admission of mistakes is not enough, one has also to suggest measures for correction of the admitted mistakes.


  After everybody has completed their repentance speeches with obligatory quotes from Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, the time is ripe for a bout of “mutual criticism.” This means that each participant must denounce some actions of his or her colleagues. Nobody can avoid participating in those dreaded rituals.


  The average group, be it a Party cell or a Women’s Union team or a Trade Union group, consists of 710 members, and the average length of a session is about 1.5 hours. In other words, there is about 10 minutes to disclose and condemn the sins of every member. This is more than enough, since every single North Korean is supposed to undergo this ideological treatment once every week, month after month, year after year, decade after decade.


  As a rule, family problems are not discussed during these sessionsunless something really serious has happened, domestic matters remain in the confines of the family. Most people prudently report only minor transgressions and hope that nothing serious surfaced during a session.


  The weekly public repentance has long become a habit for most North Koreans. Often people transform them into carefully arranged public performances. It is very common to pre-arrange the exchange of criticisms with one’s friends and then follow the planned scenario. However, such a scenario may be broken easily if someone else draws attention to a more serious transgression (of course, in such a case the protagonist would risk retaliation). In other words, there is always a real threat that some wrongdoing will be exposed in such a session.


  “Self-criticism sessions,” in spite of their usual formalism, cannot be taken lightly. Indeed, for most North Koreans they are a dreaded institution. They cause everyone to be mindful of their words and deeds and, from the authorities’ viewpoint, they impose a strong social cohesion. They also break mutual trust, providing co-workers with opportunities for back-stabbing which would be undreamed of in the world of “normal” office politics. A defector once observed that “self-criticism” sessions had made the greatest contribution toward political stability in North Korea.


  Maybe he is right. After all, as every criminologist knows, the certainty of punishment is as good a deterrent as its severity, and peer pressure works wonders. The “self-criticism sessions” are very good in uncovering minor deviations from the prescribed code of behavior. And this is a reliable way to ensure the obedience and docility of the people. Those who are afraid to create minor disturbances are far less likely to be involved with something more serious.


  *****



  National Symbols


  EVERY STATE MUST HAVE ITS ANTHEM, flag and coat of armsor must it? This package, now taken for granted, became the worldwide standard only about a century ago, when the European habits and traditions began to spread across the globeand not all countries have all these symbols (South Korea, for example, is doing very well without an official coat of arms).


  Nonetheless, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea has all three. When, in 1948, a separate North Korean state came into existence, it produced its own flag, anthem and coat of armsall designed according to the then already established Communist tradition.


  The North Korean flag is red, edged at top and bottom with thin white and wider blue bands. In the middle of the red band there is a large white circle with a red five-pointed star. The inclusion of a such a star had long been an established tradition of Communist heraldry by 1948, but the colorsred, blue and whitehint at the colors of an older t’aegǔkki flag, invented in the 1880s as Korea’s first national flag and still used in South Korea.


  Until 1948 t’aegǔkki was widely used in the North as well. I have seen pictures of government-sponsored rallies where the participants carried portraits of Kim Il Sung, Lenin and Stalin alongside t’aegǔkki! Just few years later this became unthinkable, and during the Korean War people who were found to have t’aegǔkki at their homes could easily be shot.


  I would not say that the North Koreans treat their flag with great respect. But they are not unusual in this regard: U.S.-style flag worshipping is an exception rather than the rule worldwide. Private houses seldom have flags. It is left to the authorities to ensure that a number of flags are on display during special events or on official holidays.


  Following the Communist tradition, North Korea uses its coat of arms perhaps more frequently than is normally done by Western countries. The coat of arms was also designed according to Communist traditions and essentially followed the pattern first suggested in 1918 for the Soviet coat of arms. It is oval in shape, and is surrounded by ears of rice, with the name of the state written on a red ribbon at the bottom.


  Nowadays, the North Korean Constitution (Article 168) describes the coat of arms: “The national emblem of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea bears the design of a grand hydroelectric power plant under Mount Paektu, the sacred mountain of the revolution, and bearing the beaming light of a five-pointed red star, with ears of rice forming an oval frame, bound with a red ribbon bearing the inscription “The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.”


  This sounds right. But one cannot find anything resembling the distinctive shape of Mount Paektu in the coat of arms. It depicts a rather unremarkable and generic mountain chain instead. Indeed, this reference to Paektu was introduced only in the 1990s when this mountain, allegedly Kim Jong Il’s birthplace, became the focus of a powerful propaganda campaign. This nondescript mountain in the coat of arms was claimed to be Paektu while keeping its previous unremarkable shape. The power station is a reminder of the time when the North was the industrial stronghold of all Korea; this ceased to be the case long ago.


  The North Korean anthem was composed in late 1947. However, its role is somewhat ambiguous. Many North Koreans do not even know its text. This is not surprising: the anthem is seldom played in North Korea. For all practical purposes the official anthem has long been replaced by the “Song of General Kim Il Sung” and its recent imitation, “Song of General Kim Jong Il” (the latter generally follows the former). These songs are performed at most official functions, while the anthem can be heard only when a foreign dignitary visits Pyongyang or when it is played for a North Korean athlete who has won some international competition. The anthem is a symbol of the state and the nation, but it is deemed less important than the two songs which extol the leaders’ personalities.


  Like the South, the North has its own officially approved “state flower.” This is “mokran,” a kind of magnolia which was allegedly discovered and named by Kim Il Sung himself. I am not going to discuss whether Kim Il Sung, a recent high school graduate, had enough specialized botanical knowledge to discover a new species, nor whether a guerrilla commander could easily find the requisite reference books in the Manchurian wilderness. After all, North Korean propaganda has never been particularly plausible.


  The “mokran” played the role of national symbol from the late 1960s, and in 1991 it finally received state endorsement. However, in its symbolic capacity the magnolia has to compete with the kimilsungia and kimjongilia. These two flowers are far more popular, since these are symbols of the Great Leader and Dear Leader, rather than nation. And leaders are supposed to be more important, of course....


  *****



  The Kim Family Tree


  IN ALL SOCIETIES, THE RULING ELITE always tries to control history. This is applicable not only to dictatorships: after all, in Hollywood-produced historical movies, the presentation of supposedly real events of the past is manipulated to conform to the current U.S. political and cultural agenda. The gladiators, cowboys and nomad chieftains express ideas which they could not possibly have had in their time, but which resonate well with the interests, habits and assumptions of the present-day American public.


  However, these falsifications of history are much more blatant in dictatorships. As a rule, the harsher a particular regime, the more willing it is to manipulate the pastand the more barefaced these manipulations are.


  Like all other Stalinist regimes, Pyongyang is busy rewriting and re-inventing history to adjust it to the current political demands. It comes naturally, since the North Korean political culture is based on two powerful traditions, Confucian and Leninist, and both these traditions take history very seriously.


  In North Korean books one can read about great battles and important meetings that never took place. However, Pyongyang outStalined Stalin himself. To be consistent with the latest version of the country’s history it does not hesitate to manufacture hard evidence. The first enterprise of this kind was the discovery of the “slogan trees.”


  The early 1960s witnessed a deep schism between Pyongyang and its one-time sponsors in Moscow. Kim Il Sung, who had arrived in the North as a Red Army captain, was desperate to prove his nationalist credentials and market himself as, first and foremost, a national leader. From this the myth of Paektu was born.


  Paektu, Korea’s highest mountain, is located on the border with China. The mountain has long been one of the most sacred national sites, related to the centuries-old shamanist tradition. So it comes as no surprise to learn that in the early 1960s North Korean history was rewritten to include claims that in the 1930s and 1940s Kim Il Sung was leading a large-scale military operation from a secret camp allegedly located deep in the forests of Paektu (in real life, he spent most of this period in exile in Russia).


  Thus, the “slogan trees” were discovered. According to the official version, the guerrillas carved or painted revolutionary slogans on the trees near their camps. In 1958 (not in 1961, as most publications have suggested so far), the official media informed North Koreans that nineteen trees with inscribed revolutionary slogans were found near Paektu. Needless to say, the slogans confirmed that this was indeed the major area of operation of Kim Il Sung’s guerrillas! The trees were put into protective glass boxes, and restored inscriptions became the objects of organized pilgrimage.


  And what was written on the trees? “General Kim Il Sung is the Sun of the Nation!” “20 million compatriots! We’ll make General Kim Il Sung the great leader of our nation after liberation!” (It is worth remembering that these inscriptions were supposedly referring to a commander of a small guerrilla band.) Some of the inscriptions even refer, in an utterly blatant anachronism, to the Juche idea. But Juche was only first mentioned in Kim’s speech in December 1955 and was not advanced as North Korean official ideology until the early 1960s.


  Such astounding discoveries subsequently followed every major turn in North Korean policies. When Kim Jong Il was promoted to become the heir apparent in the 1970s, eyebrows were raised. Apart from being the Great Leader’s son, the young man had no political credentials. Therefore, North Korean propaganda began to insist that Kim Jong Il had been ... an active participant in the guerrilla movement. The professional myth-makers were not at all embarrassed by the fact that the boy was a mere three years old when the war ended!


  Therefore, the old weapon of slogan trees was used once again. The newly discovered slogan trees contained direct references to the newborn would-be leader and his mother. The guerrillas were obviously overcome with joy about this epiphany-to-come, for North Korean researchers located some 200 trees with eulogies to the baby (with text such as: “Korea, Rejoice! The Great Sun has been born!”). Needless to say, these trees began to be discovered when Kim Jong Il was designated as heir.


  These discoveries continued into the 1990s. North Korea presently claims that an astonishing 13,000 slogan trees have been found nationwide. Indeed, it appears as if writing slogans on trees was the favorite pastime of all antiJapanese guerrillas. The authorities even decided to discover such trees within the city of Pyongyang, where no guerrillas ever operated (obviously, to confirm the special standing of the city).


  The experience garnered by the falsification of the recent past was later extended to the much more distant past. There are good reasons to believe that some archaeological discoveries made in North Korea are of a similar veracity to the slogan treesTangun Tomb being the best known example of such a freshly produced archaeological monument. But that will be our topic for another essay....


  *****



  Great Song and Dance


  EVERY NORTH KOREAN KNOWS ONLY too well what the “five revolutionary operas” are. Indeed, for three decades these plays have been officially described as the pinnacle of North Korean performance arts.


  Older readers may remember that in the 1960s Jiang Qing, a former Shanghai actress and Mao Ze-dong’s wife, developed new “revolutionary” operas in China. Her experiments had a large impact on North Korea. However, North Korea seldomif everadmits any foreign influence, thus the Chinese roots of the “revolutionary operas” remain hidden from the average North Korean. The common people believe that these operas are a unique cultural phenomenon, developed under the wise leadership of Kim Jong Il.


  Indeed, Kim Jong Il made a substantial contribution to the development of these “revolutionary operas.” In 1971, the 29-year-old Kim was appointed head of the Culture and Arts Department in the Party’s Central Committee. This was one of the first signs that the young man was being groomed to inherit supreme power in the nation. Obviously, the field of propaganda and arts was seen as safe enough to serve as his training ground.


  Having acquired a new job, Kim Jong Il busied himself with the creation of the “revolutionary operas,” which soon formed the core of the North Korean theatrical repertoire. For many years in the 1970s and 1980s, the entire repertoire of all North Korean theatres consisted of these lavish musicals, augmented by the so-called “five revolutionary plays.”


  Those plays seem to be less popularperhaps, because the boredom of the plot is not even partially compensated for by the lavishness of the music and set. At any rate, the most prominent of them is Songhwadang, a crude piece of anti-religious propaganda, allegedly penned by Kim Il Sung himself in the late 1920s and then revived in 1978 amidst great pomp.


  It was stated that Kim Jong Il revived plays which were once staged by the antiJapanese guerrillas in Manchuria in the 1930s. Revolutionary operas are supposedly based on the same plots. This claim is not completely improbable: the guerrillas did write and stage some simple propaganda plays to “revolutionize” the peasants. Perhaps some of their storylines, still vaguely remembered by veterans in the late 1960s, were indeed used for these operas and plays, but we cannot know for sure.


  The “revolutionary opera” is surprisingly akin to an American musical. Like a Broadway production, it combines dance and song with dialogue. The story line is narrated by an off-stage chorus. The stories of the “revolutionary operas” are very simple, highly sentimental and have a clear-cut political message. The simplicity of the storyline is partially compensated for by the lavishness of the entire performanceabundant special effects, a large number of extras, and a splendid set.


  The music of the North Korean “revolutionary operas” is drastically different from their Chinese prototypes: while in China Jiang Qing used traditional Chinese tunes, the music of the North Korean revolutionary operas is essentially Western in origin, although the orchestra, specially assembled for these performances, includes both Western and Korean musical instruments. The official line is that “the music of the revolutionary operas combines the best features of the Western and Eastern traditions.” To a Russian ear it is reminiscent of the Soviet pop songs of the 1950s, lightly spiced with some Korean melodiesbut needless to say, such references cannot be found in North Korean publications: everything in the operas is supposed to be uniquely and genuinely Korean.


  The storylines of these musicals are overtly political. Sea of Blood, for example, is the story of a peasant woman whose son joined the Communist guerrillas in the 1930s. The woman herself ends up as a Communist fighter (those who know Soviet literature would not fail to recognize the plot: anyone read Gorky’s Mother?).


  Loyal Daughter of the Party tells of a heroic army nurse who fights the “U.S. imperialists” during the Korean War. The brave girl has a single dream: she longs to see Kim Il Sung one day! However, she is unable to realize her dream: the evil Yankees kill her. Her dying words are: “I want to see the General....”


  Flower Girl recounts the suffering of a servant girl who is mistreated by a cruel landlord. The girl eventually joins the resistance forces. In the end, the evil landlord is punished and revolutionary good triumphs over feudal-capitalist evil.


  Flower Girl is arguably the best known of all these productions. In the early 1990s, Flower Girl even became the center of the North-South controversy. In 1991, during the talks between the North and the South, the North Korean side stated that as a part of the cultural exchange program it was going to stage Flower Girl in Seoul. The South rejected the idea. The Northern delegation refused to continue the talks unless Flower Girl was performed in Seoul. The talks came to a standstill over the issue.


  The performances are really extravagant, with numerous extras, elaborate scenic effects and well-designed lighting. The stage is huge: Mansudae Theater, home to the original productions, has a stage which is 100 meters deep and 150 meters broad, and the Grand Theater, another popular venue, is not much smaller.


  As you have noticed, I did not say a word about the quality of the music. Being ignorant in this area, I am not in a position to make any comments, positive or otherwise. Nonetheless, my friend, a musician of some renown, who happened to visit North Korea in the late 1980s, was harsh. So harsh, indeed, that I would not cite his comments herefor the sake of public decency. He might be wrong, of course, but he is now playing violin in one of America’s best symphony orchestras, and I assume that he knew what he was talking about....


  *****



  Making History


  COMMUNISM IN POWER PROVED TO BE surprisingly nationalist. The early Communist revolutionaries were sincere in their professions of internationalist spirit, but the ruling Communist regimes were, if anything, more given to nationalist fever than their capitalist counterparts. And they shared another peculiarity: they took history very politically. The writing of history was seen as, first and foremost, a particular kind of propaganda whose main task was to serve the current political agenda. This was true in most Communist countries, although in the North this politicization of history reached stupendous proportionsas the North Korean “Koguryǒ cult” testifies.


  In order to understand the political significance of this cult, one has to remember how the unified Korean state of Silla was established in the late seventh century AD. Before that, for several centuries, the Korean Peninsula was largely divided between the Three Kingdoms: Silla in the southeast, Paekje in the southwest, and Koguryǒ in the north. The Koguryǒ territory also stretched far into what is now northeastern China, but it is significant for our story that inside the Korean peninsula its southern border was roughly similar to the present-day border of North Korea. These kingdoms fought one another in a struggle for supremacy, as well as being engaged in conflicts with China, which at that time was not a unified empire, but a group of rival kingdoms as well.


  In the late sixth century, the recently unified China invaded Koguryǒ, the most powerful of all the protoKorean kingdoms, but suffered a humiliating defeat. Then China joined forces with Silla, and between them they made Koguryǒ fight on two fronts. Koguryǒ eventually collapsed under the military pressure, and Silla emerged as the victor (though in order to survive it had to repel the Chinese once again). Thus, a unified Korean state was born.


  Can you sense what is wrong in this story from the North Korean point of view? At least three things: first, Korea was unified by a southern kingdom; second, in order to do so, this kingdom allied itself with a powerful foreign country; third, this powerful foreign country played a major role in the wars of unification.


  None of this was lost on the North Korean official historians. The analogies were simple: Silla, located in the south, could be seen as a predecessor of the ROK, while Koguryǒ, which during the latter stages of its history had its capital in Pyongyang, was, of course, perceived as a direct forerunner of the DPRK. China, a super-power of the era, was the USA of the 7th century AD. History needed to be rewritten and, when necessary, re-invented, to stress the supremacy of Koguryǒ and diminish the southerners’ role in the nation’s history.


  Thus, in the early 1960s, the North Korean official “historians” began compiling a new, politically correct version of events that took place some fifteen centuries earlier. They declared that Koguryǒ was the most advanced of all of the Korean kingdoms, the embodiment of all possible virtues and, especially, of martial spirit. The achievements of the Koguryǒ kingdom were glorified while equally important achievements of the two other protoKorean kingdoms were belittled. Kim Il Sung himself pronounced Koguryǒ to be the greatest era of Korea’s past.


  According to the new version of history, Silla did not really unify Korea since the larger part of the former Koguryǒ land remained outside its control. Thus, this nasty southern kingdom did not deserve the title of the first Korean unified empire! Were justice to be done, that title should go to Koryǒ, a dynasty that replaced Silla in the 10th century AD, and indeed recovered most of the former Koguryǒ area. From Pyongyang’s point of view Koryǒ was preferable to its predecessor Silla because Koryǒ was based in the north (with its capital at Kaesǒng, in what is now North Korea) and often emphasized its connection with long-vanished Koguryǒ.


  In the early 1970s, Kim Jong Il pointed to a major shortcoming of North Korean archaeology: archaeologists had failed to locate the tomb of King Tongmyǒng, one of Koguryǒ’s most remarkable leaders. According to Kim Jong Il, his tomb was moved to the vicinity of Pyongyang some fifteen centuries ago and then lost. Encouraged by the wise instructions of the Dear Leader, archaeologists immediately produced the required tomb which was duly “restored” and became a tourist attraction and an additional shrine of the Koguryǒ cult. There is little doubt that the tomb was, indeed, an authentic burial of the Koguryǒ period, but its relation to King Tongmyǒng is, to put it very mildly, dubious. However, North Korean “historians” are renowned for their well-proven ability not only to study ancient artifacts, but also to produce them whenever a political need arises.


  As a matter of fact, they are equally adept at destroying authentic artifacts that are not supposed to exist within the current officially approved version of history: at least this is what they did to the remains of the early Chinese commandaries, which existed in Korea about two thousand years ago. The Chinese occupation actually laid the foundation for Korean culture and statehood in its present formpretty much as the nearly simultaneous Roman rule over Britannia and Gallia created the base for the eventual emergence of the modern British and French states. But in the North Korean version of history the country is not supposed to be occupied by anybody. Hence, all evidence of these commandaries was destroyed as a part of an archaeological cleansing, Juche style....


  *****



  The American Dream

  (North Korean Edition)


  A GROUP OF FAT AMERICAN SOLDIERS with long Pinocchio-style noses are grinning while slicing the breasts off a screaming Korean girl. Another group of evil Yankees are busy using their bayonets to push terrified women and children into a ditch where they will, presumably, be buried alive. These are pictures one can see in countless museums across North Korea. This is how Americans have been depicted there: “two-legged wolves, imperialist bastards, people from the country of scoundrels,” sadistic killers and scheming exploiters of the enslaved South Korea.


  The antiAmerican message is an important part of official propaganda. Even though Pyongyang’s upper crust have long been ardent admirers of Hollywood movies, the plebeians are fed an altogether different story. The Americans are depicted as enemies worse than even the Japanese. After all, the Japanese have been defeated and driven away from Korea by the Glorious General Kim Il Sung and his ever-victorious guerrillas, haven’t they? But Americans are still there, torturing and exploiting the impoverished South, land of despair and famine, whose people dream of being liberated from their yoke.
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  The propaganda poster at a Pyongyang middle school. The pictures below depict the suffering of South Koreans under the imperialist yoke: a Christian missionary is torturing a Korean child (a story known to every North Korean); innocent people are arrested; aggressive war games are conducted; unemployed people dream about jobs. Photograph by Andrew Graham.

  



  North Koreans are bombarded by an antiAmerican propaganda whose hysterical pitch has reached heights undreamed of even in the Soviet Union of Stalin’s times. It has been going on for many decades.


  According to the North Korean version of history, the evil Americans have been planning the enslavement of the Korean people since at least the 1860s. The entire modern history of Korea is, in essence, a history of resistance to the encroachment of the perfidious Yankees.


  Of course, all American missionaries are evil spies whose greatest pleasure is to occasionally kill a Korean child, preferably in some sadistic way. The U.S. diplomats are bloodthirsty maniacs who spend 24 hours a day scheming how to wipe the Korean people out of existence. The Korean War was a well-planned U.S. aggression. According to the official North Korean version of events, unchanged from June 1950, the war was launched by the South Koreans on American orders, but brave North Korean units repelled an invasion and within a few hours staged a powerful counteroffensive. This explanation goes against all the rules of warfare (one cannot instantly change a battle within such an improbably short time), but in North Korea it remains unquestioned by an overwhelming majority.


  Anti-Americanism is an integral part of school curricula, including even in such seemingly innocent subjects as math. From Year One, North Korean primary school students have to study math with an antiAmerican twist, as is clear from the following quiz: “The brave uncles from the Korean People’s Army destroyed six tanks of the wolf-like American bastards. Then they destroyed two more. How many tanks did they destroy altogether?” When kids grow older, they can operate with larger numbers: “The uncles of the Korean People’s Army, in one combat, destroyed 87 American wolf-bastards. They killed 51 of the bastards, and took the remainder as prisoner. How many prisoners did they take?” (This is, as you probably guess, from a Year Two schoolbook, since the math is a little more sophisticated.) And of course, one should not forget the sufferings of the South Koreans: “In a South Korean city occupied by the wolf-like U.S. Army, 2884 school-age children cannot attend school. Of them, 1561 are polishing shoes, while others are begging for food. How many children are begging for food in the Yankee-occupied city?”


  North Koreans are required to attend regular meetings which are the closest real-life analogues to Orwellian nightmares: sessions in which the participants read horror-inducingand usually very graphic and gorystories about American (or Japanese) crimes and then profess their willingness to revenge the sufferings of the innocent Koreans. Attendance used to be obligatory, but in the recent years of relative relaxation, authorities often turn a blind eye to somebody’s unwillingness to participate.


  Against such a background, it comes as no surprise that a recent defector from the North shared with a South Korean academic a brilliant idea about how Kyŏngbokkung Palace should be used. This royal palace, located in downtown Seoul, was partially demolished by the Japanese in the 1910s to build the massive headquarters of the colonial government, and it was also the site of some of the more ugly scenes of imperialist scheming, including the brutal assassination of the Korean queen by Japanese agents and their Korean allies. After learning about those events, a defector instantly realized how this relic of the past should be properly used: “When I was watching the history museum and Kyŏngbokkung Palace, I thought of the [Japanese] Governors General and all those bastard Japs [...] Why not to use it as a place to pledge revenge during Rallies of Revenge against the aggressive nature of Japanese imperialism?”


  We can regard all this as yet another bizarre peculiarity of what is arguably the world’s most bizarre society. But let’s face it: sooner or later the North Koreans will become citizens of a unified Korea, and their virulent nationalism will flow into mainstream Korean culture. The first generation of Northerners will have few if any opportunities to re-educate themselves: low incomes and their inability to understand foreign languages will ensure that their contacts with the nonKorean world will remain limited.


  Psychologically, they are likely to have serious problems: after they get used to having enough rice to eat every day (still a novelty), they are nearly certain to discover that in a unified Korea the former Northerners will remain second-class citizens, due both to their insufficient skills and to discrimination of all kinds. Thus, they will need scapegoats, and nothing can rival nationalism in its ability to fabricate scapegoats. More likely, their views will infiltrate Korean society, making it more xenophobic. Or perhaps, catering to their superstitions and hunting for their votes, the politicians would add some xenophobic touch to their rhetoric and politics? Either way, not a cheerful prospectand harmful, first of all, to Korea itself....
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