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THE MARTYRED

RICHARD E. KIM was born Kim Eun Kook on March 13, 1932, in Hamhung, Korea. He attended schools in both modern-day North and South Korea. After the division of Korea in 1945, he escaped to the South and during the Korean War served in the Republic of South Korea’s army, being honorably discharged as first lieutenant, infantry in 1954. He immigrated to the United States soon after and attended Middlebury College. After receiving master’s degrees from Johns Hopkins University and Harvard University, as well as a master of fine arts from the University of Iowa, Kim shot up to literary prominence with the publication of his first novel, The Martyred (1964). Critics praised the book for its complex take on religious faith and humanity, citing Kim as a successor to Fyodor Dostoevsky and Albert Camus. The book was nominated for the National Book Award. Following the success of his debut novel, Kim published two more books: The Innocent (1968), a novel, and Lost Names (1970), a collection of loosely autobiographical short stories. The latter became a staple in contemporary Asian American literature. Through the 1980s, he published a number of essays, including “In Search of Lost Years” (1985) and “In Search of ‘Lost’ Koreans in Russia and China” (1989). Mirroring his literary success, Kim also had a distinguished academic career, teaching at the University of Massachusetts and Syracuse University before becoming the Fulbright professor of English at Seoul National University in 1981. He received fellowships from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, the Guggenheim Foundation, the Ford Foundation, and the National Endowment for the Arts. Kim also founded the Trans-Lit Agency, representing American authors in the Korean publishing market. In the 1980s, Kim shifted his focus toward journalism, working as a columnist at a number of Korean daily newspapers and producing and narrating documentaries for KBS-Seoul TV. He died on June 23, 2009, at his home in Massachusetts.
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To the memory of Albert Camus, whose insight into “a strange form of love” overcame for me the nihilism of the trenches and bunkers of Korea




“And openly I pledged my heart to the grave and suffering land, and often in the consecrated night, I promised to love her faithfully until death, unafraid, with her heavy burden of fatality, and never to despise a single one of her enigmas. Thus did I join myself to her with a mortal cord.”

—FRIEDRICH HÖLDERLIN The Death of Empedocles
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Foreword

In the fall of 1998, after a reading I had given in Manhattan, an older gentleman, gray-haired, in a suit, approached the table at which I was signing copies of my novel for a procession of well-wishers who were mostly my friends or the friends of my friends. This man was neither, and he bent toward me with a hesitant formality. He had been, he said, some three decades before, a sales representative for George Braziller, publisher of The Martyred by Richard E. Kim. I knew the book, surely? A hot flush of fraudulence lighting my cheeks, I assured him I did. By this lie he was visibly gratified. Of course I would know it. Given that Kim had been the first true Korean American writer, and one of such prominence—thunderously praised for The Martyred, comfortably lodged for five months on the New York Times bestseller list of 1964, nominated for the National Book Award, compared to Bellow, admired by Roth—and given that I was now a Korean American writer myself, he had expected I’d know the book well, that it would have unique meaning to me. Then he pressed a first edition in my hands. I took it home and put it on a shelf, where it remained, unread, accreting emotions of inadequacy and guilt particular to it but applicable to many other realms in my life, for the next dozen years.

Perhaps it was inevitable, given this introduction, that I would attempt to dismiss Richard Kim as the sort of overbearing older relation one wants to avoid. All these years walking around with a Korean last name, scribbling and publishing stories—and now just as success is in reach, this grandfather whom no one has mentioned turns out to have done it all first,  and is crashing the party? Richard E. Kim had never been discussed at the Asian American reading group, he had never appeared on the syllabus—but all this petulant casting of blame veiled my shocked insecurity. I had just spent the better part of a decade researching a novel about the Korean War, yet here was the groundbreaking work on the subject, and I’d never heard of it.

History offers some clues as to why. After publishing three works of fiction in only six years, from 1970 to the end of his life in 2009, Kim never published a novel again. And in the post–Woman Warrior era in which I grew up, enthralled by identity politics, Kim was certainly well out of style. But I preferred other explanations for my ignorance—I was a bad “daughter” who never tried hard enough; Kim was a bad “father,” almost certainly (was I guessing or hoping?) a practitioner of fussy, florid, dated prose—all of which were related. All my explanations had to do with relatedness itself, with my confused Koreanness, and Richard Kim’s. I consigned Richard Kim to my menagerie of family problems. Even up to accepting the invitation to provide this foreword, I continued to relegate Kim in this way. Like the journey abroad that will force one to visit the doddering aunt to whom one never writes, writing this foreword would force me to belatedly fulfill my obligation to Kim. And so it was the bad daughter who sat down to read, a dozen years late by her own estimation—but merely a reader who stood up some five hours later, in a state of most potent elation, all prejudgments of the book and its author dynamited to dust.

 

Richard E. Kim’s The Martyred is no more “about” the Korean War than Antigone is “about” the civil war in Thebes. Such utilitarian preoccupation with subject matter as I was guilty of before reading The Martyred—it is “about” the Korean War, I must read it, it might contain some little fact about jeeps I don’t already know—denigrates the work of art as surely as particular attention to the author’s ethnicity denigrates the author. The work of art need not be “about” anything because it is “about” everything. In The Martyred Kim forges a drama of such devastating universality that an electrifying  sense of recognition binds us to the page, and the universality of the novel is not merely a happy accident of its aesthetic success. Clearly Kim meant this as a fundamental aspect of its design. Though this is a novel of war, Kim steers clear of combat, limiting his settings almost entirely to interiors, and his characters to men of letters, whether they be pastors, military intelligence officers, or military propagandists. Though this is a novel of the war in Korea, notorious for the seesawing chaos of its lines, which lurched up and down the full length of the peninsula with such frequency and rapidity that those in the rear would find themselves abruptly ahead of the front, and vice versa, Kim chooses the sustained (and it would turn out, highly uncharacteristic) lull of the late fall of 1950, before China entered the conflict. His characters, at their desks, on their cots, are allowed to stay put. They stoke fires. They brew tea. They attend briefings. And, hardly before we’ve seen it coming, they embroil themselves, and us, in a conflict of principles so urgent and so impossible to solve, the very muscles of our souls ache from the effort. Though this is a novel of Korea, specifically of Pyongyang just before it is abandoned by the United States and its allies to the Communist forces, Kim blankets scene after scene beneath a slashing, stinging, blinding, numbing snowfall, with the result that every physical particularity, every distinguishing detail, is erased. The choice earned him vitriol in Korea for being inaccurate—Pyongyang received no snowfall in 1950—but these critics were missing the point. Of course this is Korea, and Koreans, Kim is telling his readers, and of course, whoever and wherever you are, it’s your society, and you.

Throughout his life—which had begun in Japanese-occupied Korea, and survived a civil war, before concluding in an adopted homeland where he achieved prominence writing in his third language—Kim implied to interviewers that he never felt entirely at home. Perhaps the existential purity of The Martyred to some extent arises from this unease, from Kim’s reluctance, conscious or not, to author a novel “too” Korean, or “too” soldierly. Yet I doubt it. Nowhere does this novel waver with uncertainty. In Kim’s prose not a word or phrase fails in  its task. At one point, near the end, I felt the walls of my throat growing thick with emotion, and tears flooding my eyes, but was so immersed in the stream of the story I could not pinpoint what had provoked my upsurge of emotion. I went back and reread:A cool breeze drifted toward the land from the darkening sea. The long shadow of a flagpole stretched up the sloping garden. The grass felt chilly against my palms.





It had been that cold grass, against the narrator’s palms, that had moved me to tears! For it had been such a long, grueling winter, so full of death for both bodies and souls, that to feel a touch of life against the skin was almost overwhelming. This is a writer in perfect control of his craft, who can move us to tears by the touch of a grass blade. How humbling to reflect that The Martyred was Kim’s first book. But how wonderful, as the erstwhile bad daughter, to find that here is no neglected grandpa at all, but a master, and masterpiece.

SUSAN CHOI




Introduction




1. 

In 2000, when I contacted Richard Kim to include one of his stories in the anthology of Korean American literature I was coediting, he was feeling like an old Confucian man of letters. When I asked him if he was working on any new fiction, he told me that it was time for the younger generation, those with more energy and political enthusiasm, to write meaningful literature. He was disappointed at what literature had become in the twentieth century in America, and he felt resigned to taking a distant backseat to watch, to see whether this new generation could make literature the voice and the conscience of the people.

What he said to me struck deeply, and I took a much closer look at my own role as a writer—more specifically, as a Korean American writer caught in many of the same dynamics as Kim himself. My coeditor, Walter Lew, and I ended up selecting the story called “Is Someone Dying?” from Kim’s loosely autobiographical collection, Lost Names. We chose it for its vividness, its honesty, and its historical realism as it depicts the period, toward the very last days of World War II, when the Japanese and Koreans both knew that Japan was losing. More important, we picked it for its unexpectedly sympathetic representation of the Japanese, a point of view entirely uncharacteristic of Korean writing, in which the Japanese are almost uniformly demonized as colonial oppressors. Kim’s perspective was honest in a way that cut through consensus and convention into a difficult ethical and moral turf most writers fear to tread. Indeed,  Kim’s whole career is characterized by this tendency, and that is why he is not only one of the central Korean American writers, but perhaps the most difficult and most ambitious.

For a few years before his death in 2009, Richard Kim enjoyed a new surge of popularity with the rerelease of Lost Names, which had originally been published in 1970. Although most of its new readers classified Kim with the growing number of famous Korean American writers like Chang-rae Lee (Native Speaker), Nora Okja Keller (Comfort Woman), and Susan Choi (Foreign Student), who were most visible at that time, Kim is of an entirely different, older generation. He was tolerant of the audience’s ignorance of the history of Korean American letters, and he spoke to audiences of his own experiences and how they informed his writing, representing a deep and authentic connection to modern Korean history, culture, and language—something that most of the younger Korean American writers find difficult to do. Part of this was because his own life was directly affected by the tragedies and traumas of the Korean War era (after all, he had escaped from the North Koreans and served as a liaison officer at the U.S. 8th Army Headquarters); but more important, it was because he understood his role as a writer in distinctly Korean terms.

In the late seventies and early eighties I was searching for my own identity as a writer—a male writer, writing in English, whose formative years were spent in Korea speaking Korean and living in volatile times—and there were only two who could serve as direct role models: Younghill Kang and Richard Kim. Younghill Kang had died in 1972. His works include The Grass Roof—an autobiographical novel about his childhood in Korea that ends with his departure for America—and East Goes West: The Making of an Oriental Yankee, a complex novel that participates in the genre of the ethnic immigration novel while also simultaneously critiquing it. Kang’s novels, published in the early 1930s, were not only the first Korean American literary works available to the American readership, they also added a new dimension to the immigrant narrative by refusing to play into the theme of the oppressed Oriental finding happiness in America. Kang’s narratives, thinly veiled  autobiography, were both candid and realistic in a way that was unusual for their time. Kang’s interest in folklore was particularly meaningful for me because I had come from a family of storytellers and was studying anthropology. When I wrote my first novel, Memories of My Ghost Brother, which deals with my childhood and ends with a departure for the West, I placed myself in a literary lineage that began with Kang.

Even while I consciously explored Kang’s themes, I was repeatedly drawn to Richard Kim’s novels, which were more thematically challenging. Kim’s central character in both of his novels is an army officer, a man who has left the academic life behind because he sees the military as the salvation of Korea. Kim’s subject resonated with me deeply, partially because I took the opposite path and decided to become a writer and scholar after struggling with the difficult legacy of my own father’s military service in Korea and Vietnam. Kim wrote of the complex dilemmas of the Korean War and the reconstruction era—periods close to my experience and those of my family. The Martyred and The Innocent—which seem especially timely today—explore military and civilian relationships and the legacy of hidden secrets, addressing profoundly important and dark moral, ethical, political, and philosophical issues. Ironically, Kim, unlike Kang, saved his childhood reminiscences for the end of his fiction-writing career, making the collection of fictionalized stories in Lost Names particularly poignant and nostalgic for those who know Korean history.

Together, Kang and Kim form the foundation of the Korean American literary tradition. All of the later writers, including the older writers like Gloria Hahn (who wrote under the pen name Kim Ronyoung) build on their legacy. Hahn, in Clay Walls, wrote of the immigrant experience during the Japanese colonial era, relying on the readers’ knowledge of what would happen later in history. Chang-rae Lee’s second novel, A Gesture Life, and Nora Keller’s Comfort Woman also look at the period just before Korea’s liberation from the Japanese, and Susan Choi’s first novel, The Foreign Student, features a main character who leaves Korea shortly after the Korean War to become a student at a university in Tennessee. It was not until  his fourth novel, The Surrendered, that Chang-rae Lee (whose father was born in North Korea) addressed Korean War themes directly. While Younghill Kang’s works refer back to the cultural and aesthetic values of the old Korea traumatized in becoming modern, Richard Kim’s works document that trauma from inside the political and military culture. It is Kim’s novels that resonate with special relevance now, when American combat troops have just withdrawn from Iraq and we prepare to mark our tenth year in the war in Afghanistan.




2. 

The Martyred, Kim’s first novel, was originally published in 1964 by George Braziller, Inc. It spent fourteen weeks on the bestseller list and was nominated for a National Book Award. Only a couple of months after its publication, the March 20 issue of Life magazine featured a piece on Kim, noting: “Currently in its fourth printing, the book is selling 1,000 copies a day.” Since his editor had expressed little hope that the book would sell, Kim was especially stunned by both its critical and commercial success.

A look at the bestselling books of 1964 provides a possible reason for the fabulous success of The Martyred, which made number seven on the fiction list. Among the other top ten fiction titles were John le Carré’s The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, Leon Uris’s Armageddon (a thriller about Berlin in the years following World War II), Irving Wallace’s The Man (about the intrigue surrounding America’s first black president), and Ian Fleming’s You Only Live Twice (the James Bond novel set in Japan). Postwar politics and cold war intrigue were clearly in the air, but that holds largely true for many of the thrillers and espionage novels published even today. By odd coincidence, one of the other novels on that year’s list was Louis Auchincloss’s The Rector of Justin, which is a biographical novel about the headmaster of an Episcopalian boys’ school in New England called Justin Martyr (emphasis mine). But a look at the nonfiction list shows why Kim’s book was so resonant with the American  psyche. The number one book on the top ten list was Four Days, which is about the death of JFK, whose assassination in November of the previous year had been an international trauma. Three others were devoted to JFK, and one—Profiles in Courage: Memorial Edition—was by JFK himself. Number nine on the list was Reminiscences by General Douglas Mac-Arthur, who had a decade earlier been in the constant limelight because of his controversial handling of the Korean War (he had been relieved of command by President Truman in 1951).

Perhaps it was this perfect storm of Kennedy’s figurative martyrdom, the recollection of America’s most recent troubled war, and the one in Vietnam just beginning to take center stage in the media that explains why American readers would find the novel deeply unsettling, cathartic, and oddly comforting—though few would explain it in those terms.

In June 1963, the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Quang Duc had immolated himself in protest of the Diem regime, and the image of him dying in flames was still fresh in the American psyche when, only three weeks after the military coup that established a new government in South Vietnam, President Kennedy was shot in Dallas.

The conditions were ripe in the American consciousness for a book called The Martyred, one examining precisely the kinds of difficult issues Americans were living with, but one that looked at these issues from a safe distance in another country, in a previous war whose veterans were quietly hidden in the culture in a way that veterans of future wars could never again be hidden.

The Martyred won accolades from major writers and public figures, including Pearl S. Buck (whose novel about Korea, The Living Reed, had just been published the previous year), Philip Roth, and Edward Seidensticker, the noted translator of Japanese. The Martyred was published in more than fourteen other countries ranging from Japan to Burma, and it was eventually produced as a TV drama and a stage play (in 1964), a critically acclaimed film (directed by Yu Hyun-mok in 1965), and an opera in 1982 (composed by James Wade) that played to packed houses every night during its run at the National Theater in Seoul.




3. 

The Martyred is set during 1950–51, the first year of the Korean War. Its quiet and elegant opening sentence is somewhat deceptive—the Korean War was one of the most volatile and fast-moving wars in modern history, its battle lines shifting so rapidly that units often found themselves lost behind enemy lines, and civilians were permanent refugees, fleeing from one part of the country to another, not knowing whether they would see UN or Communist forces around the next bend in the road. The war began at dawn one Sunday in June 1950. By September, the Communist North Koreans had driven all of the southern forces to the very tip of the peninsula in a tiny area called the Pusan Perimeter. The situation seemed entirely hopeless. But then, in what is considered one of the most brilliant military maneuvers in history, General Douglas Mac-Arthur orchestrated an amphibious invasion of the coastal city of Incheon, cutting the North Korean supply lines and effectively destroying their army. Between September and October, the North Koreans were driven far north, beyond the 38th parallel, to the Manchurian border.

As the novel opens, winter is approaching in the city of Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea, and in the brief reprieve before the imminent Chinese assault (which will entirely turn the tide of the war by late November), South Korean military intelligence must investigate the execution of twelve Korean Christian ministers by the hands of the Communists.

The narrator of the novel, Captain Lee, is an up-and-coming officer in South Korea’s military intelligence. He learns from his commanding officer, Colonel Chang, that the North Koreans had originally arrested fourteen ministers and that there are two survivors. Lee is to interview them, to learn the truth about the death of the ministers, and—through his implicit understanding of Colonel Chang’s strange and conflicting directions—ultimately turn the story into useful propaganda. For Chang, the case would publicize North Korean atrocities and also serve to show that the South Korean military is newly sympathetic to Christians.

Lee’s investigation is maddeningly difficult, and through the course of the novel he faces one profound problem after another. He sets out to pursue what he sees as a straightforward truth, only to be confounded by its intricate meanings in the context of a fundamentally corrupt war. As the story unfolds, Kim addresses the questions of truth and lies, good and evil, honor and duty, and loss of faith in one’s god. Young Captain Lee must grapple with the conflict between his quest for the truth and the combined falsities of political utility and religious mythmaking.

To the contemporary American reader, conditioned by Hollywood films that resolve difficult moral and ethical conflicts conveniently through gunplay and large explosions, Kim’s relentless pursuit of difficult themes may seem puzzling or foreign at first. But that is because the recurrence of themes in The Martyred is recursive—each time the questions are raised again in the fraught conversations among the key players and in the mind of Captain Lee, they arise with a new degree of complexity. In the end there is no easy resolution. What we see, instead, is a kind of moral, ethical, and spiritual relativity played out before our eyes. Each of the central characters believes himself to be doing the right thing in the face of profound moral dilemmas. Each is pushed into his decision, fully cognizant of the compromise he makes—and perhaps even of the apparent contradictions in his behavior. Kim permits the reader to empathize with each point of view, not allowing Captain Lee’s role as narrator to privilege him as the moral compass.

Colonel Chang, Captain Lee’s commander, is an old pro at manipulating facts to fit the needs of the military. (In the novel this is portrayed as a kind of explicit deception that we would characterize in these more jaded times as “spin.”) Chang, though he has assigned Lee the task of investigating the ministers’ murders, also guides the outcome, often rather heavy-handedly, but always several steps ahead of Lee, who is not permitted a view of the bigger picture. While he does not order Lee to lie himself, Chang’s actions suggest he is leading by example through the habit he has of sending mixed messages that imply he wants a  particular outcome. Lee finds Chang impossible to read, and even into the very end of the novel he continues to surprise.

Hann, one of the two surviving ministers, goes mad with the trauma of witnessing the executions; in his frail physical and psychological state, he harbors some dark secret that the other survivor, Shin, knows but will not reveal. The theme of lost faith is central to The Martyred, and as Lee pursues Shin to learn the truth, the plot is made more complex by the presence of two other characters: Koh, a chaplain who has abandoned his congregation to serve the military, and Lieutenant Park, Captain Lee’s best friend, whose father was the leader of the twelve slain ministers. Koh initially arouses Lee’s (and our) suspicions, and Park appears at first to be resolute in his estrangement from his father and in his rejection of his father’s faith. Both of these characters will lead us deeper into a world full of apparent contradictions.

But the most complex character, by far, is Minister Shin, who is hailed as a hero by the local Christians. He is a brooding, dark, and tortured presence who at first lies and says that he was not witness to the executions, claiming divine intervention. But he is like Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov of Crime and Punishment, and he cannot keep himself from speaking to Captain Lee, the very man from whom he wants to conceal the details of his guilt. Shin’s behavior is so profoundly enigmatic that Lee cannot understand it, but in a series of charged conversations he begins to infer what Shin is trying to convey. Shin knows that it is faith, not reason, that the people need. In that sense, he ironically inverts Marx’s critique of religion: “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.” Shin gives the masses precisely the opiate they need and crave in their time of despair, even when he himself no longer believes. Jacqueline Reditt’s piece on Kim for the Christian Science Monitor in July 1982 ran under a headline that encapsulated the theme of The Martyred: “Korean-American Opera: Using Deception to Fight Despair.” Ultimately, it is Shin’s existential crisis upon which that theme is built. He is the figure that permits Kim to dramatize the  elaborate and ironic intersections of religion and politics, how the parallel interests of church and state can operate simultaneously for the benefit of the people and at the people’s expense.

Toward the end of the novel, the South Korean army, in cooperation with the American military, abandons the civilians of Pyongyang just as they had abandoned Seoul at the outset of the war. Pyongyang had been spared bombardment earlier in the war for its cultural and historical importance (much as the cities of Kyoto and Prague were spared bombing during World War II). Though the novel does not describe it, Kim’s readers in the late sixties would remember that Pyongyang, captured by MacArthur’s forces in mid-October 1950, would suffer the most devastating destruction of the war: bombed by 1,400 aircraft until the entire city was flattened, leaving nothing but a moonscape with a few husks of buildings punctuated by thousands of mysteriously standing chimneys.

Though we experience the story through Captain Lee’s eyes, thereby identifying with him and understanding the demands of his role as a junior officer in the South Korean army, Lee himself does not escape moral complicity in the end because he has remained silent while witnessing deception layered upon deception. One would expect The Martyred to end with a note of tragic bitterness and pessimism given the story line, and yet Lee’s feeling at the end is “a wondrous lightness of heart,” a mood that seems entirely antithetical to his experience. How can that be?




4. 

The key to understanding The Martyred is offered cryptically by Kim himself. He dedicates The Martyred to Albert Camus, whose work, he says, helped him overcome “the nihilism of the trenches and bunkers of Korea.” Kim also begins The Martyred with an epigraph—lines from Hölderlin’s The Death of Empedocles, which Camus himself quoted in The Rebel—whose essence is “I pledged my heart to the grave and suffering  land, and . . . promised . . . never to despise a single one of her enigmas.”

Kim drew upon Camus carefully, and he refers both explicitly and implicitly to a range of Camus’ works, creating an unexpectedly rich parallelism—not just in alluding to Camus as subtext, but in illustrating a kind of deeper, synchronistic resonance he felt for Camus. For instance, Kim’s characters are what Camus would term men of “balance” (messure), who know their limitations as men. Kim’s world in The Martyred (and in The Innocent, which also features Lee as the narrator) could be characterized as one that illustrates the godless indifference of the universe—the nihilism attributed to Camus’ early work. And yet, like Camus, Kim is able to move beyond nihilism by embracing and transcending the many enigmas portrayed in The Martyred.

Kim also identified with Camus because they were both displaced individuals. In the way that Camus always considered himself a French Algerian, Kim saw himself not as a Korean or an American, but as a Korean American, an interstitial person living in a kind of permanent “exile.”

In May 1982, when Kim was in Korea as a Fulbright professor, he said to the New York Times, “I think I had a psychological problem living in the States and writing in English about Korean characters and settings. . . . I had the problem of writing in two cultures, being neither here nor there. I always had a kind of exile problem; now I finally have peace of mind, and I’ve been very productive.” Later, discussing his book Lost Names, he said, “‘Lost Souls’ . . . was at one point my working title. I like ‘lost’ because it has a lot to do with my sense of my generation. . . . Kind of like I am now. I don’t belong. Born in Korea, moved to Manchuria, back to the North, then to South Korea. Didn’t belong in either place. Then to the military, where I didn’t belong. . . . For a while I thought about it, then I gave up. . . . I’m lost, lost between two cultures, two worlds, neither North nor South Korea, not Korean or American. I felt that way always, even as a little kid.”

Camus was likewise forever an “exile,” born in French Algeria, writing in a divided France during the Vichy period of  World War II, and always longing for his Algerian home and its “Mediterranean” qualities even while he was one of France’s most distinguished intellectuals. In support of the French Resistance in 1944, Camus wrote anonymously in the opening editorial of the first Parisian issue of the journal Combat:Nothing is given to man, and the little which is his to conquer is paid for by unjust deaths. But that isn’t where his greatness lies. It lies in his decision to be stronger than his condition. And if his condition is unjust, he has only one means to rise above it, and that is for he himself to be just.1





The passage is uncannily resonant with the themes of The Martyred—it could well have been the voice of the narrator, Captain Lee.

Kim’s work is among the finest literary explorations of Camus’ often misunderstood idea of the absurd, which is the “enigma” central to Camus’ philosophy and integral to The Martyred. Philosophically, the absurd has little to do with its common English usage, which is a dismissive way of suggesting a lack of coherence or meaning. Camus’ absurd refers to the modern condition characterized by an uncomfortable (and perhaps irresolvable) sense of contradictions. For Camus there is no cosmic order created by a god—nor is there a necessity for such order. It is by beginning to comprehend the inherent absurdity of the human condition that we begin to understand that the progression from life to death (with nothing beyond) is all predicated on the disjunction between the inherent human desire for clarity (and meaning) and the fundamental meaninglessness of the universe. This seems to be a clear recipe for nihilism on the face of it, but in Camus’ and Kim’s work, one sees the dramatic illustration of how the absurd—which for Camus is the beginning of the existential question—results in an unexpected and transcendent understanding of the human condition. Captain Lee, in the face   of the most profound suffering, injustice, and enigma, perseveres with his integrity intact. Even in a condition that appears to be morally ambiguous, he remains a fundamentally just individual.




5. 

Richard E. Kim (Kim Eun Kook) was born in Hamhung, the second largest city in North Korea, in 1932. He grew up in an intensely Christian family in what he recalled as a “Chekhovian life—landowners with an apple orchard called ‘New Life’ Orchard.” His father was imprisoned by the Japanese during the colonial period for being a local leader in the nationalist movement; in 1945, his father was imprisoned again, this time by the Communists for counterrevolutionary activities. His grandfather was a Presbyterian minister, one of the many who were shot by the Communists for refusing to abandon their churches. Kim’s family eventually escaped to South Korea, but only after a grueling two and a half years.

Kim enrolled at Seoul National University, but he had not yet begun his studies when the war began. The Sunday morning in June 1950, when the North Korean army marched unopposed into Seoul, he was still asleep; he woke up to find that troops had already occupied the city. Like many of the men who were left behind by the South Korean retreat, he was picked up and conscripted into the Communist army, but he was able to escape from the holding area. He hid out for a time in the hills to the east, where he witnessed the historic amphibious invasion of Incheon by UN forces that year in September.

Later, like Lee, the narrator of The Martyred, Kim joined the South Korean army and served as a liaison officer at U.S. 8th Army Headquarters in Seoul. He was aide-de-camp to the undersecretary of defense and to the commanding general of the U.S. 7th Division, Arthur Trudeau. Kim claimed that he learned English by watching American films that were screened at the mess hall, and although he was not primarily an interpreter, he was sometimes called on to do translations.  After the end of the war, in 1954, he was able to immigrate to the United States and enroll at Middlebury College through the help of Charlotte Meinecke, the dean of Colby Junior College, who served as a consultant to the Korean Ministry of Education.

At Middlebury, Kim received a B in freshman composition; he never completed his bachelor’s degree because he did not take a required science course, but he studied history and political science. He went on to get an MA in writing at Johns Hopkins University, during which time he decided that he would become a novelist. With the help of the poet Paul Engle, he got a fellowship to the MFA program at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, which is where he wrote most of The Martyred. Later, he studied Far Eastern languages and literature at Harvard and would go on to teach at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and at Syracuse University.

From 1981–83, Kim was also a Fulbright professor at Seoul National University (where his studies had been interrupted by the Korean War). He earned many awards throughout his life, including fellowships from the Ford Foundation, the Guggenheim Foundation, and the National Endowment for the Arts. In addition to fiction, he wrote essays, journalism, and narration for documentaries. He also founded a literary agency to represent American authors in Korea and was instrumental in getting Korean publishers to honor international copyrights.

After the great international success of The Martyred, Kim continued Captain Lee’s story with The Innocent, which can also be read on its own. The Innocent did not fare as well as The Martyred—the critical response was a total about-face that seems, at first, quite baffling. But the social and political climate in America had changed quite radically in the four short years between the two books. The Kennedy assassination, followed by the intense media coverage of the Vietnam War, made it difficult, if not impossible, for critics to appreciate a novel that dramatized a coup d’état in which Americans were complicit behind the scenes. The Innocent was read with the horrific images of the 1968 Tet Offensive still fresh in the  American mind, and though the novel was about Korea, its reference to the horrors of war and postwar political machinations did not sit well with readers—the themes were simply too close to the reality of the American involvement in Vietnam. In Korea, The Innocent was met with stern criticism by the mundan (the South Korean community of intellectual literary critics), but for a different reason. They took it to be a sympathetic fictionalized portrayal of Park Chung-hee, who had come to power through a similar coup d’état and remained a de facto military dictator until he was assassinated in October 1979.

Lost Names, a collection of loosely autobiographical stories from Kim’s childhood, received a much warmer response from reviewers when it was published in 1970. Among Kim’s vocal supporters was Pearl S. Buck, who said, “I think it is his best book. . . . If this young man continues to do as well as this, he will someday be worthy of the Nobel Prize for Literature.” Many critics saw the publication of Lost Names as restoring Kim’s reputation. When it was reissued by the University of California Press in 1998, he was invited to speak at a summer institute sponsored by the Five College Center for East Asian Studies.

Kim had always been circumspect about whether his works were autobiographical and was often critical of readers who assumed they were. But in the interview he gave in the summer of 1998 to Kathleen Woods Masalski at Smith College, he touched on how complex that issue actually was for him:Everything in the book actually happened. It happened to me. So why am I always insisting it’s not autobiographical? I think because of the way I used the things that actually happened. You have to arrange them, mix them up. Above all, it’s interpretation of facts, of actual events—some thirty or forty years later. . . . I like to separate the actual events from the emotional, the psychological. One shouldn’t confuse the actual events with the inner events. . . . A lot [of readers] think everything is exactly as it happened; but we put our own interpretation on  events. I didn’t invent any actual events. . . . but everything else is fiction. That is very important to me.





The stories were read primarily as memoirs—perhaps not exactly in the way Kim had originally intended, but with an understanding of how they were linked to the truth of experience. It was deeply meaningful for Kim to see them appreciated by readers a half century after the experiences he described.

Now, with the release of The Martyred as a Penguin Classic, the poignant irony in Kim’s work and career seems more profound than ever. In 1982, while he was in Korea, he said to the Christian Science Monitor, “My feelings here are very intense. I think of my generation during the war, I look at the young people here today—I hope . . . they won’t repeat history.” He was speaking about the Koreans who were attending the opera of The Martyred, whose themes are once again most timely here in America thirty years later.

We have had our own fabricated martyrs in recent years, associated with troubled wars, and Americans are more skeptical than ever of political administrations, which we now know to willfully deceive their people. History does repeat itself, but perhaps by illustrating that fact while hoping for the opposite, while at the same time ironically being part of the very process of repetition, writers like Richard Kim can ameliorate, if not interrupt, that unrelenting cycle.

HEINZ INSU FENKL
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The war came early one morning in June of 1950, and by the time the North Koreans occupied our capital city, Seoul, we had already left our university, where we were instructors in the History of Human Civilization. I joined the Korean Army, and Park volunteered for the Marine Corps—the proud combat outfit that suited his temperament. In a short time—because junior officers died very fast in the early phase of the war—we were trained and battle-tested, and we both became officers. We survived, but we were both wounded. The shrapnel of a mortar shell had grazed my right knee during the defense of Taegu, and a sniper had shot Park in his left arm in the mopping-up operation in Seoul after the Inchon landing. We both spent some time in the hospital, were both promised medals, and were returned promptly to our respective duties.

Park, who was then a first lieutenant, went back to combat duty somewhere on the eastern front, but I did not rejoin my antitank company. Someone in the Army accidentally discovered that I had been a university instructor and decided to transfer me to an intelligence unit. When I came out of the hospital in Pusan, I was sent to Seoul, where I was put in charge of a section in the Army Political Intelligence, and was made captain, temporarily, in due conformity with the table of organization.

In the second week of October, the United Nations Forces captured Pyongyang, the capital city of the North Koreans. We moved our headquarters to that city and established ourselves in a four-storied gray marble building. My office, which was on the third floor, looked across the street at what remained  of the Central Presbyterian Church. This was a strange coincidence. It was Park’s father’s church; he had been its minister for nearly twenty years.

I knew very little about him; although Park was a close friend of mine, he had seldom talked to me about his father. Which was to be expected. His father had disowned him and, in turn, Park had denounced his father. Mr. Park was, according to his disowned son, “a man of fanatical faith,” who had “harassed” him “day and night with his self-righteousness, with his exaggerated faith, and his obsession with his equally obsessive God.” On the other hand, Park had become an atheist after his return from a university in Tokyo, and abandoned the Christian faith in which he had been brought up. I suspected that he would not have denounced his father had not Mr. Park told his congregation, one Sunday morning from his pulpit, that his son had gone over to the Devil and that he had asked the Lord His forgiveness for severing all earthly ties with his son. That was about ten years before the war.

Park was aware that his father was missing from Pyongyang; I had informed him of the disturbing news soon after I moved to the city, and I had done so in an unsettled frame of mind. I had come to Pyongyang in a good mood; for the first few weeks I was in a state of buoyancy, partly because of the exciting novelty of finding myself in an enemy city that our victorious army occupied, and partly because of the irresistible enthusiasm and affection with which the people of the city greeted all of us, their liberators. Many of my fellow officers were natives of Pyongyang and, in the midst of that delightful emotional chaos following the liberation, they were able to stage melodramatic yet heartwarming scenes of reunion with their families, relatives, and friends, or for that matter, with anyone whose face they recognized.

I had no acquaintances in the city, and sometimes I felt vaguely envious of these officers. It was at such times that I felt an urge to go to see Park’s father, though I told myself I had not the slightest excuse for doing so. I thought of many reasonable ways in which I might call on him, yet when I imagined myself  actually knocking on the door of his home and introducing myself as a good friend of his son’s, I could not help feeling a peculiar sort of fright. Then I found out that the Communist secret police had arrested him shortly before the war; and when Army Intelligence let it be known officially that “an unspecified number of North Korean Christian ministers” was reported missing and that the Army “believed them to have been kidnapped by the Reds,” I even felt relieved—shamefacedly, of course. So I wrote to Park about it at great length, but his reply contained nothing but irrelevant matters—just as I expected—things about his command, about his men, and even about his future plans, but not a word about his father.

 

Across the street the church bell clanged. I opened the window. From the white-blue November sky of North Korea, a cold gust swept down the debris-ridden slope, whipping up here and there dazzling snow flurries, smashing against the ugly, bullet-riddled buildings of Pyongyang. People who had been digging in the ruins of their homes stopped working. They straightened up and looked toward the top of the slope, at the remains of the nearly demolished Central Church, and then at the gray carcass of a cross-topped bell tower where the bell was clanging. They gazed at one another as though they understood the esoteric message of the bell. Some old women knelt down on the ground, and the old men removed their dogskin hats and bowed their bare heads.

 

The bell was quiet now. The people were back at their labor, working as silently and stubbornly as they had day after day. Ever since I arrived in the city, I had been watching these people. Occasionally, I saw them drag out of the debris some shapeless remains of their household goods or, sometimes, a dead body, which they would quietly carry away on a handpushed cart. Then they would continue digging in the crumbled mess of brick, boards, and chunks of concrete.

I closed the window and returned to my desk. The potbellied, rusty coal stove in the far corner of the room gave off  plenty of heat, but I shivered as I settled down in my chair. It was as if a cold hand had stroked my nape as stealthily as the tip of a soft, soft brush.

 

Park’s father was dead; I had just learned of his death from my commanding officer.
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Colonel Chang, the Chief of Army Political Intelligence, had summoned me to his office on the fourth floor. Seated in his swivel chair behind his desk under a dusty chandelier, he did not show any sign of recognition when I stood before him. His subordinates were accustomed to the way he kept them waiting in his presence, sometimes for as long as five minutes. He was a stout man in his late forties, with a head as bald and shiny as a Buddhist monk’s, and with a bulbous nose that dominated his straw-colored small face. He began rocking back and forth in his chair, and peered at me through his glasses.

The junior officers at headquarters were not inclined to take Colonel Chang too seriously, though they admitted he was a baffling character. Since it was standard procedure in an intelligence unit not to keep in the personnel file the record of its commanding officer, his past was obscure. Those who despised him said he had been a sergeant in the Japanese Army during the war in the Pacific; those who disliked him said he had been a notorious soldier of fortune in China; and those who did not care one way or the other said he was just one of those professional military men. No one seemed to know precisely how he happened to be enjoying the rank of a full colonel in such a young army as ours, though everyone assumed he was longing for a star.

At last he motioned me to take a seat and, bringing his swaying chair to a stop, said gravely, “I want you to start an investigation of the missing ministers.”

“I beg your pardon, sir?” I said, to cover my surprise.

His thin lips curled. “You recall those Christian ministers  who were reported missing. We’ve had a big break. Our CIC was able to round up a few Reds who had something to do with the missing men.” He rummaged through the clutter of papers on his desk. “They were all shot the day the war started.”

“A mass execution!”

Casting me an indignant look, he said, raising his voice, “I call it mass murder.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, there’s a problem. The findings of the CIC are conflicting. We are not so sure about the exact number murdered.”

“Then they didn’t shoot all of them.”

“No, no, I am not saying that. However, one source of information claims there were fourteen, the other says twelve. Unfortunately, both sources of information are no longer available. We seem to have an impetuous CIC.”

“You mean the prisoners were killed?”

Colonel Chang ignored my concern. “Now if we are to assume there were fourteen ministers and all of them were shot, and if we can’t round up any other sources of information, well then, it means there are no witnesses. All we can say is that fourteen were murdered.”

“But, if I may say so, sir,” I said, “we can’t say they were murdered, or how many. We can only say that an undetermined number of ministers disappeared.”

“I am glad you said that, Captain. I knew you would come around to it, and that’s why I want you to work on the problem. The Chief of Army Intelligence just called to tell me that it belongs in the area of political intelligence, and I can hardly disagree with him.”

“You are suggesting that it may be good material for propaganda,” I said. “A grave case of religious persecution by the Communists. Of international significance, if I may add, sir, particularly in America. In short, we may be able to exhibit to the entire world the Korean chapter in the history of Christian martyrdom.”

“All right, all right. I am not suggesting anything,” Colonel Chang said impatiently. “Now, let me return to the problem. It’s a simple matter of arithmetic. If we assume there were  originally fourteen ministers, and if we take into account the claim that only twelve were shot, then it is possible two have survived, is it not?”

“Of course.”

“As you know, it is impossible for us, at this early stage, to check every single living Christian minister in North Korea. But the curious thing is that there are two in Pyongyang, right this minute, who were imprisoned by the Reds. Actually they were still in prison when we took the city. It is an interesting coincidence, don’t you think, however hypothetical it may be?”

Something in his manner—perhaps it was the sudden, quick gleam in his eyes, or the way he tilted his bald head—impressed me that he knew more about the two ministers than he was willing to tell me.

“Well, what do you think of this possibility?” he asked.

“Hypothetical, as you say, sir,” I replied.

He was pleased with my response. “Good. Now, I want you to go and see these ministers, Shin and Hann, and tell them about our problem. Be tactful about it, because I don’t want to create the impression that I am handling Christians roughly. Christians in this country are quite influential these days,” he said with a faint smile. Then, after a pause, he continued with an undisguised tone of acidity. “Everyone seems to be Christian nowadays; it seems fashionable to be one. From the President to cabinet ministers, generals, colonels, all the way down to privates. Why, even the Army has to have Christian chaplains, just to please the American advisors. Ah, well, you can see my difficult position.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I am not suggesting that these men had anything to do with the murder, or that they were originally included in the murder plan. Also, I have no intention whatsoever of implying that I am suspicious of the circumstances relating to their fortunate survival, although it may be highly desirable for me to be so; that is, from the point of view of an objective intelligence analysis. Their fortunate survival, Captain Lee, please note my word. Anyway, officially speaking, I am merely asking you to see them and inquire, yes, inquire politely, if they  would be kind enough to enlighten us concerning the exact number involved in this mass murder; that is, if they know anything about it at all, you understand?”

I felt confused, but I said, “Yes, I fully understand.”

He seemed delighted. “Good. That’s what I like about you. Civilians seem to have a keener sensibility in affairs of extreme delicacy,” he said, smiling. “Oh, incidentally, one of them, Hann, I believe, is presumably crazy.”

“You mean—he is not well?”

The colonel darted a sardonic glance at me. “Forgive my indelicacy, Captain Lee,” he said. Then he stood up, grabbed a pad of paper from the desk, and strode over to the window. “That is all,” he fairly shouted.

The church bell clanged.

Colonel Chang swore. “I can’t stand that bell! Clanking, clanking day and night! Intolerable!”

“Sir,” I said, “the minister of that church . . .”

He cut me short. “He’s dead.”
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