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My 45 years with the RASKB 
 

 

Bae Sue Ja (Sue Bae) 

 

 

My career at the RAS-KB started with a phone call on February 27, 1967 

from Mr. Robert A. Kinney, who was a friend of my uncle. It was a few 

days after I graduated from Seoul National University. Over the phone, Mr. 

Kinney gave me a general explanation of the RAS-KB and its activities, 

and then told me that they urgently needed a secretary who could handle 

administrative work and manage weekend tours. Our long conversation 

ended with me telling Mr. Kinney that I would start working on March 2.  

On the first day, I followed Mr. Kinney to an office, where I was 

introduced to Mr. C. Ferris Miller. A tall and handsome middle-aged 

gentleman, Mr. Miller looked like a movie star to me. Mr. Miller had been 

serving as treasurer and general manager of the RAS-KB for the past few 

years. However, after chiropractic surgery, he could not walk comfortably 

and felt pain once in a while. He could no longer perform any work that 

involved physical activity. He had stopped going on RAS-KB excursions 

and was only taking care of paperwork he could manage from the office. I 

was assigned a small desk and a bookcase in the back corner of Mr. 

Millerôs office. As an advisor to the Bank of Korea, Mr. Millerôs office 

was very nice and big enough for an extra person.  

On December 30, 1967, after ten months at Mr. Millerôs office, 

the RAS-KB council decided to move its office to a small space in the 

Research Institute of Korean Studies building near Seodaemun 

Intersection. I worked there for three years until the office moved again on 

December 30, 1970 to the tenth floor of the Korea Times Building in 

Anguk-dong. The new office was near the Jongno Police Station, and 

there were many surprise visits by police officers, who kept a close eye on 

all RAS-KB activities, including lecture meetings, during the Park Jung 

Hee period between 1962 and 1979. The officers would ask who was 

giving a lecture, why, and who the participants were. They even asked me 

to block the window, which was facing the Blue House. During that time, 

all foreigner activities were scrutinized and reported to the Intelligence 
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Bureau. Once, I was repeatedly summoned to the police for questioning. I 

had ordered one hundred copies of the Joseon Cookbook from Charles 

Tuttle Company in Japan, and the police wanted to know why I had 

ordered a ñJoseonò cookbook, not a ñHangukò cookbook. Since the North 

Koreans called themselves Joseon, the name of the book had raised the 

alarm. I had to explain that the book was about traditional Korean cooking 

from the Joseon Dynasty. I asked, ñWhat about the Joseon Hotel and the 

Joseon Ilbo, and Joseon everything in company names?ò After that, they 

finally stopped asking questions.   

From 1967 to 1969, most RAS lecture meetings were held at the 

auditorium at the National Medical Center on Euljiro 6-ga. The RAS-KB 

could use the auditorium free of charge under one condition: that the 

members eat at the Scandinavian dining hall operated by the National 

Medical Center. At the time, it was the only restaurant serving buffet 

dinner in Korea. During these three sweet years, the lecture meetings were 

always followed by members feasting on Smörgåsbord. 

 

Lectures 

There were several particularly popular lectures and performances that 

drew a huge crowd:  

 

ñKorean Patternsò by Dr. Paul Crane, November 8, 1971 (350 attendees) 

Bongsan Mask Dance, April 25, 1973 (500 attendees) 

This is Korea: film screening, August 22,1974 (360 attendees) 

Gangnyeong Mask Dance, August 27, 1980 (400 attendees) 

ñNorth Korea: yesterday and todayò by Andrew Buzo, May 27, 1981 (220 

attendees)  

ñChanging Patterns in American diplomacy: implications for Korean-

American relationsò by Amb. Richard L. Walker, April 28, 1982 (320 

attendees at Chosun Hotel Ballroom) 

 

The most popular lecture meetings were held in the spacious auditorium 

in the Korea Times building while we had our office there. The RAS-KB 

office moved again to its current location at the Korean Christian Building 

in Yeonji-dong, Jongno-gu, on December 30, 1975.  

During my time with the RAS-KB, I arranged lecture meetings 

and tours, kept membership records and communicated with members on 

a daily basis, sold a lot of books, and arranged forty-five annual Garden 

Parties. I have arranged a total of 2,075 tours and accompanied most of 

them. I never once called in sick to cancel a tour, even when I was 

pregnant. Through RAS activities, I met innumerable remarkable people 
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who enriched my life. 

I have had the privilege to collaborate with many wonderful 

people on many tours. Among them are Drs. Dan and Carol Adams, who 

came to Korea in September 1980 and left in June 2011. While they 

stayed in Korea, they led over two hundred tours with me. The Adamses 

devoted much of their time and effort to helping other members of the 

RAS-KB learn about Korean culture and history. 

Mr. Peter Bartholomew has led over 60 tours over the last 35 

years, including the Walking Tours of Joseon Seoul, Suwon, and 

Gangneung.  

Alan Heyman led tours of gut (shamanistic ritual), National 

Music Institute Museum, and Bulgogi on the Han River and boat tours.  

Kyu Yi, the last crowned Prince of Joseon, led tours through the 

Secret Garden, Changdeokgung Palace, and royal tombs.  

Dr. Horace G. Underwood led church tours and the Incheon-

Suwon Narrow Guage Train tours.  

Dr. Zo Za Yong led tours to Songnisan and the Emille Museum, a 

folk art museum he founded.  

My brother, Dr. Bae Kyung-Yul also helped with many 

Seoraksan and overseas tours.    

I cannot list all of the 2,075 tours I have arranged and 

accompanied, but I am happy to say that they were all completed without 

major incidents. One tour that I cannot forget is the tour to Songnisan, 

Beopjusa, and Emillle Museum on May 1, 1982, on Buddhaôs birthday. 

For this particular tour, 150 people signed up and filled four buses. I was 

eight months pregnant with my second daughter. My doctor had warned, 

ñDonôt go on any tours, or you could be in serious danger.ò However, 

instead of sitting at home and worrying, I decided to lead this large group 

to Songnisan. I found three members from the group to take charge of 

each bus, for there were no mobile phones at the time. Fortunately, 

everything went smoothly and worked out as planned. On this trip were 

the US ambassador and the German Ambassador, so we were escorted by 

three police cars from the park entrance to the Soknisan National Park, 

and then back out again after the tour. We had a wonderful lunch at the 

Emillle Museum, which was located right next to the famed Minister Tree, 

visited Beopjusa and returned to Seoul. The following weekend, I led 

another large group of 120 people on the North Han Valley Tour to 

Yuneung in Geumgok. About twenty days later, I delivered a baby girl. 

My late husband, Dr. Kim Kyum-gil, was quite surprised, to say the least, 

to see that I led all these tours under such conditions.  

There were several island tours that I remember as having been 
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troublesome. Ulleug-do was one of those trips that no one knew what to 

expect. Several times, on our way to the island, we were caught in a 

torrential storm. The waves were so high, there was water everywhere, 

and our members began to feel seasick. We were lucky that we could turn 

back and proceed to plan B, the scenic tour of Seorak National Park 

before we got home safely and as scheduled. In the worst case scenario, 

we would have been stranded on Ulleung-do island for three extra days, 

out of food and money.  

On one Hong-do and Heuksan-do trip, I was waiting for Mrs. 

Park, who often accompanied RAS-KB trips and cooked for the group, to 

pack up to leave. The boat that we were supposed to be boarding in ten 

minutes began to move farther and farther away from the dock, with all of 

our members on it. The members aboard the ship began to panic and 

thought that clearly they must have been on the wrong boat, seeing that 

their tour leader was still on the island. We helplessly watched the boat 

appear smaller, and smaller, and smaller. Miraculously, a man in a 

motorboat appeared out of nowhere and offered to take us to the boat for 

100,000 won. With his help, Mrs. Park and I were able to get on our boat 

to join the group. 

There are more stories than I can relate in a few pages. For those 

who are interested, some more episodes from the RAS-KB tours can be 

found in volume 82 of Transactions from 2007, in an article written by 

Dan Adams, chronicling his twenty seven years of leading RAS tours. 

During my time with the RAS-KB, I got married in 1974, had 

my first daughter in 1976, and a second daughter in 1982; I was pleasantly 

surprised and felt greatly honored to be awarded an MBE from the British 

Queen in 2001. my husband and lifelong companion passed away in 2009. 

After my husband passed away, I decided that it was finally time for me to 

retire.  

My husband used to always joke that I married the RAS-KB 

before I married him. In that sense, I lived with my husband for 35 years, 

but I was with the RAS-KB for 45 years. During these years, my family 

has given me infinite freedom to spend my weekends with the RAS-KB, 

and I appreciate their generosity and encouragement greatly. My husband 

and mother-in-law, who have both passed away, were an enormous 

support in my life. My two daughters, who have grown up to be 

wonderful women, have also helped by taking care of themselves in my 

absence. Last but not least, I would like to thank all of the council 

members of the RAS-KB, past and present, who have offered me 

thoughtful advice and fresh ideas. I deeply appreciate all of their efforts in 

making the RAS-KB a wonderful organization. As I retire after forty-five 
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years of employment at the RAS-KB, it is my sincere desire that RAS-KB 

will  continue to inspire and enrich the lives of many others as it has done 

for me. I hope to see the RAS-KB thrive and prosper in the lives and 

memories of its members for many years to come. 

 

 
Sue Ja Bae served as the General Manager of the RAS-KB, from March 1967 to 

December 2011. She is now the Honorary Manager. She read the above text as 

her Retiring Speech at a party given in her honor in December 2011. 

 

  



My 45 years with the RASKB 

6 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back to the Past:  

A Visit to North Korea in October 2011 

 

 

J. E. Hoare 
 

 
 This is no scholarly paper but rather a rambling account, with 

reflections, of a visit to the Democratic Peopleôs Republic of Korea (DPRK ï 

North Korea) in October 2011, my first visit as a tourist. Before coming to that, I 

should recount something of my previous experience there, as the first official 

British representative. 

 

 I left North Korea in October 2002, having lived there for 18 

months. It had been an exciting time and an unexpected end to my 

diplomatic service career. I had never expected to be a British diplomat. 

Although born in England, I come of Catholic Irish stock, with a fair 

amount of rather vague republicanism in the background on both sides of 

the family, at least in the telling. But five years into a PhD on Japan, and 

having failed to land an academic post, in 1969 I applied to join what was 

then the Research Department of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. 

ñRDò as it was known was the equivalent of the U S State Departmentôs 

INR Bureau, an information gathering and assessment department, 

supporting the political work of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

(FCO) and its overseasô posts.  Despite occasional attempts to break 

away, I remained a member of what later became ñResearch Analystsò 

until January 2003. In the interim, I spent almost four years in Seoul, 

where I served on the council of the RAS and even became President for 

one year, and roughly the same amount of time in Beijing. Then, 

following the unexpected decision to establish diplomatic relations with 

the DPRK (North Korea) late in 2000, I was asked would I go to 

Pyongyang as the first British representative. It was no contest. Although 

the work I was doing was varied, often interesting and sometimes exciting, 

there was little progress ï I had been doing much the same thing for years. 

So the chance of a new role was one that I could not miss. 
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 No doubt I was somewhat starry-eyed, though I suspect that 

since I was nearly 58 when I was appointed, the stars were pretty dim. I 

had worked on the DPRK for many years and visited in 1998. Susan, my 

wife, who came with me, had also worked in the FCO on East Asia and 

had served in China during the last two years of the Cultural Revolution. 

Our time in Beijing coincided with the demonstrations and the savage 

crackdown of June 1989. We had seen a Communist state in action and 

our expectations of the DPRK were relatively low. Yet even if few now 

seem to remember it, 2001 was a time of hope in Korean affairs. Kim 

Dae-jungôs  ñsunshine policyò was very much in place and the Clinton 

administration had moved from being on the edge of bombing the North 

over the its nuclear programme to a strong expectation of a presidential 

visit. The light water reactor (LWR) project, agreed in 1994, was well 

under way. The North Koreans were pleased that Western European 

countries were establishing diplomatic relations, even if disappointed to 

find that most had no intention of opening permanent missions in 

Pyongyang.
1
 The fact that the British decided to open on the spot was 

seen as a very positive gesture, which not even a major dispute over our 

communications could entirely undermine. 

 The fact that I was asked to establish a British Embassy where no 

embassy had been before was also an exciting prospect. I had first become 

interested in embassies as organizations when doing research for my PhD 

on nineteenth century Japan. Living and working in Seoul led to a small 

book on the British Embassy, published to mark the centenary of 

diplomatic relations. In Beijing, I carried out a similar exercise, and after 

my return to London in 1991, the Embassy in Tokyo asked me to write up 

an account of their history. The end result was a full-length book that 

appeared in 1999, telling the story of the three embassies.
2
 If only I had 

waited! Setting up the Pyongyang Embassy produced experiences more 

akin to those of nineteenth century diplomats than I would have thought 

possible. We too were a long way from home, in a very different society, 

with poor communications and reporting to colleagues who were far too 

busy to take account of our concerns. It also taught me new skills, 

including how to tie up a diplomatic bag, that I have never needed since. 

                                            
1
 Here and elsewhere I use the modified form of the McCune-Reischauer 

romanization, as used in the DPRK. 
2
 J. E. Hoare, Embassies in the East: The Story of the British and their Embassies 

in Chin, Japan and Korea from 1859 to the Present, Richmond, Surrey: Curzon 

Press, 1999. 
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 An account of my time in Pyongyang exists in various forms and 

I will not repeat it here.
3
 It had good and bad points, but in general, North 

Korean officials were helpful, our diplomatic colleagues were friendly, we 

had enough visitors to keep us active, and we had regular trips to Beijing. 

Within the country, we could travel much more than I had expected and 

certainly far more than had been the case in China in the 1970s.  We 

were free to walk or drive about the greater Pyongyang area, and could 

drive to Nampo and to Mount Myohyang, technically part of the 

Pyongyang area. Just before I left, we were told that we no longer needed 

to give notice to go to Wonsan and need not be accompanied by a Korean 

official. Since the UK was a contributor to UN and European Union-

funded aid projects, we could go on monitoring visits to such projects. So 

we went to farms, food processing factories, hospitals, orphanages and 

schools. Our ability to talk to people was limited and our hosts controlled 

what we saw. But one learns by keeping oneôs eyes open and by reading 

between the lines of official statements. It makes a difference when your 

evening walk is in Pyongyang rather than London. 

 We left in the usual welter of farewell parties just as the storm 

broke in October 2002 over the issue of highly enriched uranium. By then, 

the positive atmosphere of 2001 was replaced by a sourer mood. Relations 

with the United States plunged as the Bush administration unpicked the 

advances of the Clinton years. The North Koreans were also disappointed 

that diplomatic relations with European countries produced little in the 

way of assistance or political support. The EU closely followed the US 

position and proved just as inclined as the US to lecture them on the 

shortcomings of their country. My successors found the relationship 

harder than I had done. 

 We returned in 2004 for a brief visit with a University of 

Cambridge delegation, whose main purpose was to sound out the 

possibility of academic exchanges at all levels from undergraduate to 

faculty members. It was jointly hosted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and the Ministry of Education. No longer a diplomat, it came as 

something of a shock to have to pay for our visas but once back in 

Pyongyang, we were treated as before. No restrictions were placed on our 

                                            
3
 See Chapter 9 óOpening the British Embassy Pyongyang 2001-02ô, in J E 

Hoare and Susan Pares, North Korea in the 21
st
 Century: An Interpretative Guide, 

Folkestone, Kent: Global Oriental, 2005. The  account can also be found at a 

number of places on the web: see, for example, 

http://www.docstoc.com/docs/17748065/A-BRUSH-WITH-HISTORY 
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movements around Pyongyang, and so we wandered about freely in the 

bright May evenings. I was able to contact former colleagues and the 

Embassy without any difficulty. We could photograph as much as we 

wished except in the Tongil market where the sight of a camera got one of 

our party into a long harangue. We had been warned that we should not 

take photographs there so it was something of an own goal.  

 Pyongyang was much as it had been when we left. Although 

there were some changes since 2002, they were not extensive. More stalls 

were visible on the streets, and there were some new restaurants available. 

The stamp shop had become smarter, with a philatelic-themed restaurant 

attached. Some construction work which I remembered as under way in 

1998 remained incomplete. People still avoided a foreignerôs gaze if at all 

possible and certainly evaded any attempt at conversation. Our interpreter 

was friendly and informative, our somewhat junior MFA mentor less so, 

though he apparently eased up during late night karaoke sessions. 

 It would be seven years before we returned. In spring 2011, 

Nicholas Wood approached me, asking if I would be interested in leading 

a tour to the DPRK. He was a former journalist who now ran Political 

Tours, a company, to quote their website, with, óéthe aim of giving 

people practical and first-hand insight into some of the most critical 

regions in the worldô. 
4
  The hope was to go beyond the usual tourist 

sites and to learn something of the politics of the country to be visited.  

Political Tours had run successful visits to the Balkans, Woodôs own 

special field as a journalist, and to Northern Ireland, where they had been 

able to meet senior figures from both sides. While I was interested, I was a 

little cautious since I had never led a tour before and was also due to have 

a pacemaker fitted. But all proceeded smoothly. The DPRK Embassy in 

London said that they were pleased that I was leading such a tour. There 

was good publicity, including even a piece in the (North) Korean Central 

News Agency bulletin, based, curiously enough, on a Voice of America 

Broadcast.
5
   

                                            
4
 See http://www.politicaltours.com/what-we-do, accessed 30 April 2012. 

5
 Pyongyang, July 27 (KCNA). VOA introduced a British travel company's 

Korea tourism program on July 15.The Political Tours announced that the first 

tourist group would enter North Korea on October 15, accompanied by UK's first 

charge d'affaires ad interim to Pyongyang, James Edward Hoare, the radio said, 

adding: During ten days of tourism, the ex-charge d'affaires plans to explain to 

the tourists the culture and political situation of north Korea and the experience 

he gained during his career as a diplomat. 
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 The ROK Embassy was noticeably less enthusiastic. I was 

invited to lunch by a senior member of staff, who advised me against 

leading such a tour. No explanation was given, but soon I found Koreans 

that I scarcely knew approaching me and suggesting that it would be 

better not to go. No doubt they thought there was something special in 

Political Tours. They may also have thought that being a tour guide to 

North Korea was not how a senior diplomat should behave ï ROK 

diplomats seem to work on the principle that once you have worked for 

government, you continue to represent government. Some seemed 

nonplussed when I told them of former colleagues leading tours all over 

the place.  

 A more pressing concern was whether there would be enough 

people to make the tour economically worthwhile for Political Tours. 

While people do visit the DPRK as tourists, it is not a huge market and 

however enticing the publicity, was clearly not one to get involved in 

easily. But although numbers were small, Wood decided to go ahead. So 

in October 2011, Susan and I flew first to Seoul, to take part in a 

conference on the Chongdong area, and then on to Beijing to meet our 

fellow travelers. All along the route I clutched my paper saying 

ópacemakerô in numerous languages, which seemed to work.  

 We were eight in all, including Nicholas, Susan and me. Only 

Susan and I had visited the North before, but all the others were well-

traveled. Two days of useful briefing in Beijing included sensible advice 

from Barbara Demick, author of Nothing to Envy, about not getting hung 

up over restrictions on movements. Instead she recommended always 

being alert for what was happening around you and staying awake on bus 

journeys.  

 And so the great adventure began. One auspicious start was the 

brand new Russian TU200 4-100 aeroplane that would take us to 

                                                                                                   
Nicolas Wood, who founded the Political Tours early this year, gave the 

reason why he chose North Korea as a tourist destination. His plan is to open a 

way of getting experience at first hand in the country drawing international 

interest, not only through media reports. In North Korea the tourists will make a 

round of Pyongyang and other major tourist attractions. They will also visit 

factories in Hamhung city, Songdowon International Children's Camp and 

University of Agriculture in Wonsan city and other places. 

The Political Tours is said to get many inquiries about North Korea 

tourism. Wood said he would decide whether to continue such tourism program 

on a regular basis after taking the tourists' opinions about their tourism mainly 

aimed to get a good understanding of the region's situation.  
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Pyongyang, a distinct improvement on the ancient Russian planes we had 

flown in the past. It was a surprise to find that, like Aeroflot, on which it 

is clearly modeled, Air Koryo flights are now dry ï so no more trays of 

champagne being taken into the cockpit and no beer for breakfast, long a 

staple of expatriate departuresô from Pyongyang. Food had not improved. 

The air hostesses were as beautiful as ever and just as anxious to get you 

into your seat. The flight was uneventful as was our arrival. Rather than 

being bussed a short distance, we were allowed to walk across the tarmac. 

Had we but realized it, this would be our last unescorted walk for a week. 

 The main terminal was undergoing refurbishment, no doubt as 

part of the sprucing up for Kim Il Sungôs centenary. The temporary 

substitute was barnlike but it was somewhat more high tech than we had 

been used to. There were now electronic announcement boards and the 

process of checking passports and visas was also more up to date. The 

young man who checked mine looked at his screen and then smiled as he 

said óTo my country welcome backô. Then we moved to the care of the 

Korean National Tourist Corporation (KNTC). 

 I had very little contact with KNTC while living in Pyongyang. 

They seemed to have no interest in developing contacts with the embassy 

and tried hard to prevent their charges from doing so. When one British 

tour leader contacted me in some agitation, we easily circumvented 

KNTC obstructions by me stopping by the Yanggakdo Hotel for a drink 

just as she and her party was returning. The KNTC officials were not very 

happy but could not prevent us meeting. Our own travels never involved 

KNTC.  My guests were my responsibility, whether they were officials, 

family or friends. We had no difficulty in arranging programs or travel for 

them with the assistance of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. At some 

places we came up against restrictions such as not being able to leave the 

hotel grounds, but at others, including Kaesong, nobody tried to stop us 

wandering about or taking photographs. We were about to enter a 

different world. 

 How different was soon obvious. Political Tours had booked into 

the Koryo Hotel from the very beginning of the tour, on the basis that it 

was much better to be downtown than in the island ghetto of the 

Yanggakdo. (There was a certain sentimental value for us, since we had 

lived in the Koryo for six months after we arrived.). Now we were told 

that the Koryo was fully booked and we would be based at the Yanggakdo.  

Protests that we had already informed family and other contacts that we 

would be in the Koryo fell on very deaf ears and it was a somewhat 

disgruntled group that set off for the city. Our KNTC guides, while polite 
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and friendly, showed no sign whatsoever that our tour was in any way 

different from the others that they handled, even if sometimes they acted 

as though we posed a particular threat. 

 A measure of nervousness was obvious from the start. We had 

been late leaving the airport, partly because of the debate over where we 

were staying, and so we were rather rushed through our first planned visits, 

to the area around Mansudae hill. The grand statue was off limits as work 

proceeded to prepare it for the 2012 celebrations. We were also given 

clear instructions. No photographs of people, construction work or things 

military. We should óavoid defacing brochuresô with the leadersô pictures. 

We should also not walk about except with our guides since people would 

not know who we were and might become concerned. I was pointedly 

ignored when I said that I had walked about the city for nearly two years 

without anybody showing much concern. As darkness fell, we scrabbled 

about taking pictures of people and construction works before being taken 

to the Yanggakdo. Driving through the streets, it was obvious that more 

electricity was available than when we had last been there, and many 

buildings were floodlit. Indeed, one of the most striking contrasts with the 

past in Pyongyang was the relative brightness of some parts of the city at 

night, confirmed by the views from hotel windows. More people and more 

vehicles were also evident. 

 The Yanggakdo was its usual gloomy self, with a trapped turtle 

still swimming beside the bar. Over a rather dreary meal, we were told 

that there would be various changes to our itinery ï something I had 

expected would happen ï but that we would do most of what had 

originally been included. Spared a visit to the Mansudae Hill statue since 

it was being refurbished, we would also have to miss the juche tower, 

since the lantern was being replaced. There was no discussion of what 

people with Political Tours might be expecting that would be different 

from a standard tour. But there was one new element in that I was to have 

lunch with Mr Ri Yong Ho of the MFA (ex-ambassador to London and 

now Vice Foreign Minister) the next day ï the guides professed to have 

no idea of who he was and showed no interest in why I might be having 

lunch with him.  The next morning, they told us Susan was invited as 

well. After dinner, most of the party retired but we went to the bar ï the 

call of the draught beer was still strong. There we ran into the APTN 

representative
6
, who had been living in Pyongyang when we did, and who 

                                            
6
 Associated Press Television News. They had tried to open a permanent office in 

Pyongyang in 2002, assisted by the embassy. We had almost got there when the 
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now managed their recently established office from Hong Kong. Two Red 

Cross workers were also there. One was an ex-journalist with the BBC 

who had once interviewed me on óAsia Todayô a now defunct TV 

program. Nicholas joined us and we eventually left them to talk 

journalism together. 

 The morning sunrise saw Pyongyang in an autumnal mist, with 

the newly-glass clad Ryugyong Hotel catching the light. As always, the 

city was amazingly active in the early hours, in contrast to its sleepy 

atmosphere for most of the day. Only in the later afternoon and early 

evening would it again become animated. Before breakfast, we tried the 

television. Apart from the Korean stations, it would receive Chinese 

Central Television, the Japanese NHK, Italian Radio and Television, and 

BBC World Television. In our room, alas, the last appeared to be 

suffering from a terminal defect and proved impossible to hear. But it was 

an improvement on the days when we had been reduced to watching 

childrenôs television on winter weekends.  

 And then our program began. First was Mangyongdae, the 

ónative homeô of Kim Il Sung.
7
  The sunshine helped but it was clear that 

our party was soon becoming bored. The Mansudae Art Studio, which 

followed, aroused more interest but there was widespread disappointment 

that no revolutionary posters seemed to be available. They were to prove 

unavailable everywhere; perhaps the North Koreans have come to realize 

that they could sell them more profitably internationally. To complete the 

morning, we had the Party Foundation Museum. The DPRK approach to 

museums and art galleries is old-fashioned and didactic. Where leaders 

are concerned, it is also highly reverential. Diplomats have to put up with 

a lot of this and not just in the DPRK. One becomes used to it and goes 

with the flow. One can learn a little even if it is not very exciting or 

profound knowledge. But it was clearly not what most of our party was 

                                                                                                   
Far Eastern Economic Review ran a spoiler story in that said that although APTN 

was registered in London, it was really an American company. The North 

Koreans then refused to go ahead with the arrangements until 2011. Journalistic 

dog eats dog! 
7
 One thing that had not changed was the odd use of English. One DPRK official 

explained to me in 2001 that once a word or phrase had been approved for use, 

that was it. No matter how often Koreans with a good command of foreign 

languages or native speakers pointed out that a word was quaint or old-fashioned, 

once it was in the canon, there was no shifting it. This was especially the case 

with anything to do with leaders but was not confined to that sphere.  
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expecting or hoping for. It was not a very happy group that we left to go 

to lunch. 

 Lunch was a great success. Not only was the Vice Minister there 

but so were others we had known and the ambassador-designate to 

London. Reminiscences about times past ï the MFA were still using a 

little book on Korean Customs and Etiquette I had given them both for 

information on Korean behavior (!) and for English practice
8
 - were 

accompanied by comments on times present. Libya was much in the news, 

and there was laughter when the Vice Minister pointed out that his 

successor would not be bothered as he had been by constant requests from 

the FCO to follow the Libyan example.
9
 News of talks with the US had 

just been made public and Mr Ri talked about the likely difficulties with 

elections in both the US and the ROK.  They expressed pleasure that at 

last some DPRK students were going to the UK on government 

scholarships.  

 And then they raised the question of why we were in the 

Yanggakdo Hotel. When they had tried to make contact, the Koryo knew 

nothing of us. We recounted what we had been told. We were also asked 

whether we were seeing the British Embassy and said that we had asked 

to but it did not seem to feature on our program. 

 Lunch being over, Susan and I went to the hotel shop for old 

timesô sake. It was better stocked than in the past; the aging wines that had 

once been a feature had gone, replaced by Latin American ones. On 

emerging, we saw one of our lunch partners deep in conversation with one 

of our two guides. When we joined them, we were told that after our visit 

to the East Coast, we would probably be moved to the Koryo é 

 

 So we rejoined the others and set off with a lighter heart for 

Wonsan. Once under way, everybody fell asleep except me, a pattern that 

would repeat itself during the coming days. This was a pity for the 

sleepers really did miss much information about the country. It was 

noticeable, for example, that around Pyongyang, many more tractors were 

operating in the fields than had been the case 10 years before. Further out, 

oxen were still common but these were fatter oxen than in 2001. Bicycles 

                                            
8
 James Hoare and Susan Pares, Simple Guide to Korea: Customs and Etiquette, 

Folkestone, Kent: Global Books, 2
nd

. ed., 2000. 
9
 Our guides clearly knew about events in Libya, at least in broad outline. They 

expressed shock at the killing of Gaddafi. But their questions were very 

circumspect. 
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were much more in evidence than in the past. At times, around the towns 

and villages, the numbers approached China in the 1970s. And bicycles 

were not only being used to carry people but they were also carrying what 

was clearly farm or private plot produce, often in large amounts. Another 

addition to the transport scene was motorcycles. These were formerly only 

associated with the police or the military but now there were some that 

appeared to be owned by non-uniformed people. Saigon or Hanoi it was 

not but it was a further sign that the DPRK is ï literally ï not static. One 

or two even had young lady pillion passengers, while others were adapted 

for carrying heavy loads.
10

 

 Another sign of change was the presence of heavy machinery for 

road building and similar tasks.  There was not much of it; two units seen 

in four daysô travelling but that was a higher rate than I had ever seen in 

2001-2. The bulk of the work is clearly still done by hand ï we saw some 

underway between Wonsan and Hamhung. But more modern equipment is 

coming into use and not just in the Pyongyang area.  

 Both Wonsan and Hamhung, and most of the towns and villages 

in between were a good deal smarter in the past. Indeed, the Vice Minister 

had said we might well find Hamhung smarter than Pyongyang. It did not 

quite reach that standard, but both cities showed signs of new building and 

a general sprucing up. Wonsan had a new museum, a pastiche of the 

railway station, hotel, locomotive and carriages that were supposedly used 

by Kim Il Sung on his arrival there in autumn 1945. The very seat on 

which he had sat in the train was known and marked, a truly remarkable 

survival given what happened to Wonsan and to the railways in the north 

during the Korean War. I fear the hard bitten realists of Political Tours 

were not wholly convinced but we all took many photographs. 

 But if both cities were smart and clean, they lacked any sign of 

industrial activity. Most of Wonsanôs fishing boats seemed to be 

permanently tied up, although since we were kept well away from the 

dock area, despite a walk through the docks featuring on our program, it 

was not possible to be absolutely sure. Lots of people fished with rod and 

line. Some of what they caught was consumed on the spot with much 

singing and dancing and some may have been for sale or exchange. We 

were invited to join in but this clearly concerned our guides so we let it 

pass. No doubt this was also wise from a hygiene point of view, if not 

                                            
10

 We were later to see some models at the Three Revolution Exhibition Center in 

Pyongyang. 
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from a social one. Wonsan seemed to have an electricity problem, with 

several blackouts in the course of the evening. 

 A visit to Wonsan Agricultural University proved to be largely 

concerned with the visits by members of the Kim family and a view of the 

outside of a large greenhouse. We were told that there were no students 

present, though we could hear some practicing music and saw others 

playing football. We were warned that there had been a óserious incidentô 

recently when some visitors had burst in on the orchestra, an action that 

had badly upset the students.  We promised not to take similar action. A 

visit to the Songdowon international childrenôs holiday camp was more 

agreeable if not more informative. Again, the leadersô visits were stressed 

and boredom spread among our number. But the children, who ranged 

from c. 11 to about 16 and were all Korean ï foreign children were said to 

come in the summer ï seemed very self-assured and not at all fazed by a 

bunch of foreigners. The facilities seemed in good order and the children 

were clean and well-dressed, unlike children I had had seen along the East 

Coast in the past. Of course, these were privileged children; one does not 

go to such places if you have the wrong class background. 

 Then it was on to Hamhung, taking in a model collective farm on 

the way. There could be little doubt that this was a favored place. It had 

20 tractors, flatbed trucks and much else besides, while Kim Jong Il and 

Kim Jong Un had been there three days previously ï we were able to 

verify this on our departure, for the glossy magazine Korea Pictorial 

available on Air Koryo featured the visit, complete with pictures. That 

said, its statistics, clearly newly painted for the previous visit, did not add 

up and the farm leader admitted that they were unlikely to meet their 

targets this year. He also declined to answer a question about mortality in 

the famine years of the 1990s; 10 years before, I would have been given 

some sort of answer. To complete our visit, we were shown what the 

leader claimed was his house. It was certainly well equipped, even if the 

hi-fi set was somewhat dated, but it lacked any feeling of being lived in. 

There was no smell of cooking and no clothes about. Cheerful children 

burst out of the school, seizing on the visitors as a major distraction and 

handling their presence with much confidence. We were clearly not their 

first experience of foreigners. 

 Hamhung, which I first visited in 1998, was certainly smarter. 

But none of the factories appeared to be working. Our promised visit to 

the fertilizer factory was cancelled. When we drove past, the tall chimney 

which on other occasions had pumped out bright yellow smoke - 

spectacular if rather worrying - was doing nothing. Even the wagons 
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packed high with scrap metal destined for China, a notable feature in 

earlier years, had gone. We spent the night at the Majon Guesthouse. This 

was largely unchanged since my last visit in 2002, although the water 

heating arrangements had improved somewhat and posed less threat to life 

and limb. An EU delegation was also staying but old habits die hard and 

we were carefully segregated. Although we were the only two groups 

staying in the guesthouse, they ate in one dining room, we in another, and 

our departure next day was carefully timed so that we would not meet. 

  Next day confirmed a general lack of economic activity except 

for some building works, accompanied by many exhortatory posters, near 

the Hamhung Hotel where we had lunch. This hotel was a bit smarter and 

brighter than on previous visits but there was no water to flush the toilets 

or to wash oneôs hands. Our guides confirmed that Hamhung had a major 

water problem.   

 A visit to Yi Taejoôs house, restored in the 18th century, which I 

had been to in 2002 when it was rarely shown to foreigners, was a 

pleasant interlude and perhaps the one sign that Hamhung was now a 

tourist destination.  A walk around the main square followed, to see the 

largest theatre in the country. Unfortunately ï we were now becoming 

familiar with the phrase ï it was closed for refurbishment, so the outside 

was as far as we got.  Some of our party detected hostility in the stares 

thrown in our direction but I think it was more likely curiosity. Relatively 

few foreigners visited the city until recently, so tourists are still rare birds. 

Nobody actually fell off a bicycle looking at us but it came pretty close at 

times. 

 On the way back to Pyongyang, we passed one smoking chimney; 

we were told that it was a cement works, which makes sense given the 

amount of construction under way. Also very visible were the cell phone 

masts. This of course was a big change from the past, with our guides 

using them all the time. They said that the system worked all over the 

country, apart from the deep mountain areas. They certainly seemed to be 

able to make contact with Pyongyang and other cities with no difficulty. 

 There was a subdued air about our party on the drive back to 

Pyongyang.  Whatever had been expected, it was clearly not what we 

were getting. For a time, there were some rather hostile suggestions about 

what was wrong with the DPRK and what should be done to improve 

things. Unsurprisingly, such remarks did not go down well with the guides. 

For Susan and me, however, the main impression was one of change and 

possibly even some improvement. 
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 We duly checked in at the Koryo, which was indeed crowded 

with people in their best clothes and with many medals. We were told that 

they had come from the East Coast area and were there because Kim Jong 

Il had praised their efforts during his visit just ahead of ours. It was also 

made clear that moving to the Koryo would not mean an increase in 

mobility. We were firmly told not to leave the hotel unaccompanied under 

any circumstances ï something of a trial too since we had lived there for 

six months and come and gone as we wished.  

 Not that there would have been much time to wander about. In 

the well-known tradition, we now found ourselves swept up in a massive 

sightseeing program just like every other tour group. Only the order varied. 

Some things went well ï the USS Pueblo and the Korean War Museum, 

for example. In the latter place, we had a young and bright female officer 

as a guide, who was not at all thrown by being questioned about her 

account of how the Korean War started and seemed well aware that there 

were many other views. It was not always so. Other experiences were less 

satisfactory. The Three Revolutions Museum, which appeared to have 

been opened for us ï or at least we were the only people there ï did not go 

down too well, especially when we were solemnly shown pictures of 

DPRK rockets  and satellites in space. 

 The relentless pace continued the next day. Some parts worked, 

some did not. There was much disappointment that dramatic revolutionary 

posters were no longer on sale even in the Foreign Languages Bookstore, 

which had been our most reliable source. A trip to the Golden Lanes 

Bowling Alley allowed us to see the privileged young of Pyongyang at 

play ï and also on their mobile phones. The MFA turned up trumps again 

since we were then swept off to the British Embassy for a briefing. This 

was probably the most ópoliticalô activity of all; I asked the charg® 

dôaffaires when they had heard of our visit, He said the MFA had 

contacted them two hours before é no change there! Dinner produced 

another surprise. The once dowdy and run-down older of the two 

diplomatic clubs had undergone a major facelift and was now very swish 

indeed, with a vast swimming pool. The menu was less exciting but many 

toasts seemed to improve relations with our guides. 

 This did not last. The next day was Panmunjom and Kaesong. 

The later was looking distinctly seedy with none of the sprucing up of the 

East Coast. Panmunjom proved another disappointment in that we could 

not go into the conference room for reasons that remained unexplained. 

An ROK military party with wives was visiting from the other side and 

the DPRK guards all wore steel helmets, so perhaps it was a little tenser 
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than usual. But no explanation was forthcoming. On the DPRK side, the 

only changes that I noticed from previous visits was that the UN flag at 

the table where the armistice had been signed in 1953 had at last been 

renewed, and that commerce had taken off in a big way at the souvenir 

shop. In the past, it was very much take it or leave it, but now a series of 

ladies pushed hard to sell mementoes of Panmunjom, souvenirs of 

Kaesong and drinks and snacks. There were even hints at haggling over 

prices. A similar atmosphere prevailed at the museum shop, which had 

originally been built for ROK tourists ï it did not exist when I had last 

been to Kaesong in 2002. An excellent lunch ran late so there was not 

time to visit the statue. Some audible rejoicing did not please the guides. 

Chatting with one of them on the way back, I was told that Kim Il Sung 

had drawn on Confucian philosophy in constructing juche. Hitherto the 

default mode in the DPRK has been that Confucianism was a superstitious 

hangover from the past and nothing to do with the present.   

 Our last stop, on our return to Pyongyang, was the Grand 

Peopleôs Study House. Like the airport, this had gone much more 

electronic, with large notice boards announcing meetings and classes. The 

language teaching rooms were also full of Dell computers. Not the most 

up-to-date models, but far in advance of anything that there had been in 

the past. Groups of earnest students struggled with the same old rote 

teaching methods, however, but perhaps they were later allowed to play 

games on the computers. One more echo of the past was an approach by a 

member of the staff whom I had known before for help in updating the 

English corner, which since I had left, he said, had received no new books. 

I said I would raise it in London. I did but heard no more and suspect that 

nuclear matters make it unlikely that anything will be done. 

 We were nearly done. A last dinner together was jolly enough 

and our departure the next day went smoothly. Despite all the dire 

warnings that cameras would be checked at the airport, nothing at all 

happened. We took off on time and landed safely at Beijing. All agreed 

that we had plenty to think about, even if I doubt that we would have 

agreed on what we had learned. 

 

 

REFLECTIONS 

 

A. THE TOUR  

Looking back, one can see why there were problems. It was the first time 

that Political Tours had gone to the DPRK. If funds had been available, it 
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might have been better if there had been a dry run to see how we would be 

treated and what difficulties might arise. I was aware of some likely 

pitfalls but my earlier experiences were not a guide to how tourist groups 

can be treated. Being handled by the MFA and by the Tourist Corporation 

are very different experiences. A dry run might also have reassured KNTC 

that we did not have horns and hoofs ï though I suspect that suspicions 

would have remained. There well have been doubts about what our real 

purpose was. If the ROK embassy in London was suspicious about what I, 

a former diplomat, was doing leading a tour to the DPRK, it is hard to 

imagine that there were not some doubts in the DPRK as well. Then, two 

of our party had been journalists, and the DPRK has a great nervousness 

about journalists. The way they posed questions and the type of question 

they asked reflected this background, and may have aroused concerns.
11

 

 We were perhaps also victims of our own publicity. There is no 

doubt that all activities in the DPRK are intensely political, so in a sense 

all tours are political tours. But rather than looking for the politics in what 

people did and what was displayed, our group hoped to learn as they 

would in other countries by direct contact with people and by the response 

to probing questions. Such high expectations were perhaps bound to be 

disappointed, especially on the first tour. With time, and providing there 

are no negative incidents, there might be an acceptance that Political 

Toursô participants are not hostile but genuinely interested in 

developments in the DPRK. 

 This will of course require a change of attitude on the part of 

KNTC, which will not come easily ï the present approach has been honed 

for nearly 30 years, and no doubt suits them well. But there is clearly an 

attempt currently underway to attract more tourists. Tourists were not 

uncommon in 2001 but there seemed an increase in numbers last autumn. 

Many of these were from China but there were also other westerners. 

Perhaps eventually, the guides will stop treating grown adults as though 

they were five years old. From our experience, it seems that even their 

colleagues in the MFA have doubts about the way they treat their guests.
12

  

B. THE DPRK.   

                                            
11

 I had a hard job persuading the guide at the Three Revolutionsô Exhibition that 

they we were not journalists. In fact, nobody appears to have published accounts 

of the visit apart from me. 
12

 The infantilizing of the North Koreans by the system is one of the themes of 

B.R. Myers, The Cleanest Race: How the North Koreans see themselves and why 

in matters, (Brooklyn, NY: Melville House, 2010); see pp. 93 et seq. 
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A week may be a long time in politics, but it is a short time in the DPRK! 

At least on the surface, there were noticeable changes, some of which are 

described above. New buildings were very obvious in Pyongyang, as was 

the sprucing up of existing ones. There was less new building elsewhere 

but Hamhung and Wonsan had certainly had a spring clean. Kaesong 

however, did not seem to be much changed. Pyongyang had more traffic 

than the other cities we visited, with some very up to date and expensive 

vehicles about. Outside Pyongyang, it was bicycles that were most in 

evidence. Commercial activity was much in evidence, with sacks of 

foodstuffs being transported on bicycles or lining the side of the road 

while people waited for lifts. When we stopped on the way back from 

Wonsan, a young women appeared from nowhere with fruits for sale. In 

the shops that we went into, which were a very limited range, although it 

did include the East Pyongyang Department Store, there were plenty of 

goods, mostly from China. As in the past, customers were few even 

though it was the weekend, and not many seemed to be buying anything 

beyond foodstuffs. Perhaps there is a limit to the number of bidets you can 

buy, even in Pyongyang. 

 Other somewhat superficial observations indicated that while the 

children we saw were certainly well-dressed, and most of them were 

probably from privileged backgrounds, all were small for their age. The 

effects of lack of food are still very evident even if there is no immediate 

crisis. As for sanctions, it would be hard to claim any obvious effect. The 

range and type of goods available in the shops, the vehicles on the streets 

and the computer equipment widely available, all much more than ten 

yearsô before, indicated that sanctions have not made much impact. One 

thing that had not improved was the level of deforestation. Hillsides were 

as bare as in the past, and wood was still being taken while scarcely 

established. Susan and I watched with horror what appeared to be the 

systematic stripping of young trees at one point along a stretch of the 

Pyongyang-Wonsan highway. Large numbers of people were involved, 

including the military, and several vehicles in what was clearly a major 

exercise. It is hard to think what innocent explanation there might be for 

such an activity. 

 Then there is the Army First policy. Clearly some in the military 

do very well; many of the most up to date cars we saw had military 

number plates.  The swish Kaeson fun fare in Pyongyang, with its state 

of the art Italian rides, is said to be reserved for military families. But 

Army First does not mean that all the military do well. Wood-fired trucks 

manned by soldiers struggled to get under way along the roads. Along the 
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roads, not only ordinary soldiers but officers up to colonel level struggled 

to get lifts. It seems doubtful that the masses of soldiers working on 

construction sites (now joined by university students in Pyongyang at least) 

get much in the way of special treatment. Our military guides in 

Pyongyang and at Panmunjom, who would count among the privileged 

were very thin, and as others have remarked, the ROK soldiers on duty at 

the latter place are much bigger and broader than their northern brethren. 

FINAL THOUGHTS.   

Political Tours ran another tour during the celebrations of Kim Il Sungôs 

100
th
 anniversary, with a different leader. I do not have the details but 

have heard that this group was allowed more freedom than we had been. 

Either it was too difficult to impose tight controls in April 2012 or the 

group was seen as less of a problem under a different leader ï perhaps I 

was more of a difficulty than an asset! Or maybe somebody had realized 

that it might be better to allow such groups a little more freedom. 

 The October visit has provided me with a new lease of life as a 

commentator on the DPRK. Being able to say I was there in October 2011 

is far more important to the media than the fact that I have been studying 

the place since the 1970s, and it certainly proved useful when Kim Jong Il 

died in December 2011. But I had decided that I would probably not go 

back in such a role again. Then quite a different organization approached 

me about a possible tour in 2013é I have no commitment as yet, but 

cannot help being intrigued. 
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The Wall Which Crumbles:  

North Korea and the Outside World 

 

 

Andrei Lankov 
 

 

The last 15 years have been a time of profound ï if often underestimated ï 

transformation of North Korean society. The official facade of the regime 

might remain the same, but almost everything else beyond this facade has 

changed ï society, economy, worldview.  

In the long run, none of these changes might prove to be as 

significant as the slow transformation of North Koreansô ideas about the 

outside world. Gone are days when the North Korean populace swallowed 

the official propaganda which presented their country as an island of 

prosperity in an ocean of suffering and destitution. A more realistic picture 

of the world is emerging ï and in the long run it will have serious 

consequences for the regime. 

The present article traces the changes in the information 

environment of North Korea and mass perceptions of the outside world. In 

a nutshell, these changes can be described as a slow but accelerating 

decline of the self-imposed information isolation, which has for decades 

been a unique feature of North Korean society. 

This article is not based on statistical data or other types of hard 

evidence which are usually used in social and political studies. There have 

been attempts to make relatively reliable estimates ï like, say, the recent 

report by the Intermedia research group which attracted much 

international attention.
1
 However, all these findings should be taken with 

a grain of salt. When it comes to North Korea, such evidence is 

notoriously difficult to get ï or, as Markus Noland nicely put it, one 

should not ñtrust any datum on North Korea that comes with a decimal 
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 Nat Kretchun and Jane Kim, A Quiet Opening: North Koreans in a Changing 

Media Environment (Washington: Intermedia, 2012). 
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point attachedò.
2
  

The following article takes a different approach. It is largely based 

on the present authorôs interactions with North Korean refugees (over the 

last two years, I have interviewed some 150 North Koreans). While the 

major focus was on the economic conditions of their lives and their coping 

strategies, their worldview and information environment have been 

mentioned very frequently ï and became a foundation of this article. 

 

LIVING BEHIND A WALL  

All communist countries were remarkably unenthusiastic when it came to 

unauthorized exchanges and interaction with the outside world. They just 

did not want their common people to mingle with foreigners freely. This 

reluctance was often explained to the faithful by citing the threat of 

espionage, as well as worries about possible ideological contamination of 

simple-minded folks. These threats and worries were present, to be sure. 

But it seems that the ruling elite in the Communist states simply did not 

want their people to learn about the level of material abundance and 

political freedom enjoyed by the peoples of the developed world ï hence 

restrictions on overseas travel, heavy censorship of foreign publications, 

jamming of broadcasts, and other similar measures which were routinely 

employed even by the most permissive of Communist states. 

Even against such a backdrop, North Korea seems to be an 

exception. Virtually no other communist state has gone so far in enforcing 

and maintaining a self-imposed information blockade. North Korea might 

be the worldôs only country where since the 1960s, it has been illegal to 

own a tunable radio set. All radio sets legally sold in North Korea must 

have fixed tuning, which allows people merely to listen to broadcasts from 

a small number of official stations. Officials regularly undertook random 

searches of private houses in order to make sure that people  had not 

remade their radios into tunable sets.  

Foreign publications, with the exception of technical manuals and 

some textbooks, cannot be owned privately, and in libraries foreign books 

and periodicals are stored in special sections, only to be accessed by those 

with the requisite security clearance. Interestingly, no exception was made 

for periodicals and publications coming from ostensibly friendly 

communist countries like China and the Soviet Union ï both the Soviet 

Pravda and the Chinese Peopleôs Daily were officially considered to be as 
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subversive as Choson Ilbo or The Wall Street Journal.  

A very small number of North Koreans were authorized to travel 

overseas until very recently. Interactions with foreigners inside the 

country was ill-advised and avoided by all prudent citizens; long-term 

foreign residents of Pyongyang (who never numbered more than a few 

hundred) lived in a virtual gilded cage and could interact only with North 

Koreans who had been pre-selected for the purpose by the North Korean 

authorities. They also had to deal with a long list of bans. In the mid-

1980s, for example, when I lived in Pyongyang, foreigners were not 

allowed to visit private houses and most museums. For some reason, they 

also could not buy movie tickets and, of course, they could venture 

outside Pyongyang only with special prior permission.  

These measures ensured that until the late 1990s, the average 

North Korean would know surprisingly little about life outside the borders 

of his or her country. One should also add that unusually strict control 

over internal movement also made North Koreans remarkably ignorant 

about conditions in other parts of their own country as well. Since 1969, 

private trips outside oneôs native city or county of residence are 

impossible without the proper travel permit, which must be issued by the 

authorities in advance. 
3
 

This self-isolation might appear to be excessive and paranoid, but 

as is often the case with North Korea, there is a sound, if somewhat 

ruthlessly Machiavellian logic behind these policies. Even compared to 

other communist countries, North Korea is remarkably vulnerable to the 

spread of information about the outside world.  

One should keep in mind that North Korea is not a fundamentalist 

religious state. Its leadershipôs claims of superiority are not based on their 

alleged ability/duty to keep the populace spiritually pure and hence ready 

for the wonders of the afterlife. Instead, North Koreaôs leadership claims a 

knowledge of theories which when/if applied properly, will assure 

unprecedented socio-economic development and growth. In other words, 

the North Korean leadership does not promise the faithful the joys of 

paradise (like say unlimited amounts of sex with 72 ever willing virgins), 

but rather the wonders of modern technology and the abundance of food, 

clothes and household amenities. 
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Paradoxically, this is the area where North Koreaôs leadership has 

failed in the most spectacular way. This epic failure is further emphasized 

by the incredible success enjoyed by North Koreaôs twin, now affluent and 

free South Korea, which once was the agricultural backwater of the 

Korean peninsula.  Depending on who is to be believed, the per capita 

income difference between the South and the North might be as much as 

40:1, or at least 15:1
4
. Even if the latter ñoptimistic assumptionò is to be 

believed, this still constitutes the largest difference in per capita income 

between two countries which share a land border. This gap continues to 

grow with the passage of time. 

Therefore, the North Korean government has realized that stability in the 

country can be effectively maintained only so long as the vast majority of 

the population remains ignorant about the state of affairs in other countries, 

above all in South Korea ï and this assumption seems to be well-based. 

This necessitates the above described self-isolation measures, which were 

first introduced, tellingly, in the mid-1960s, when the once backward 

South began to catch up with the North.  

These policies were further strengthened by the harsh 

punishments which were given to people who were discovered seeking 

out contact with outsiders. Listening to foreign broadcasts, or in some 

cases, merely possessing a tunable radio set, is technically a political 

crime, which might lead to a few years in a concentration camp, followed 

by lifelong discrimination.
5
 One of the reasons why North Koreans were 

extremely reluctant to talk to a foreigner on the street was the assumption 

that any lengthy interactions with a foreigner would make a person the 

subject of an unpleasant and potentially dangerous investigation. As a 

result, in the 1970s, North Koreans were known to have virtually run 

away from such hazardous encounters (this is not the case anymore). 

For a brief while, the system worked quite well. This was because, 

with the technologies available to North Koreans in the 1960s and 1970s, 

isolation was technically feasible. Therefore, North Koreans tended to 

accept what they were told by the official propaganda ï being deprived of 
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any alternatives, they hardly had a choice.  

The official message  was simple: North Korea was the best 

imaginable place to live. At the Kim Il Sung era the media told that 

inhabitants of the Communist bloc and Third World were doing relatively 

well, but their lives still were inferior to those of the lucky North Koreans. 

Things were worse in the countries of the West, above all, in the United 

States, the embodiment of all things evil. However, the worst place on 

earth to live was South Korea, óa land without light, a land without airô. 

Until recently, the South was depicted as a land of terror and 

poverty where penniless students sold their blood to pay for their 

textbooks, and sadistic Yankees drove their tanks over Korean girls just 

for pleasure. The Year One textbook presents North Koreaôs children with 

a terrifying picture: ñA school principal in South Korea beats and drives 

from school a child who cannot pay his monthly fee on timeò.
6
 In high 

school they learn that ñNowadays, South Korea is swamped with seven 

million unemployed. Countless people stand in queues in front of 

employment centers, but not even a small number of jobs is forthcoming. 

The factories are closing one after another, and in such a situation even 

people who have work do not know when they will be ousted from their 

positionò.
7
 Needless to say, these stories are inventions, pure and simple: 

primary education in South Korea is free, and even in the worst moments 

of its economic history the number of unemployed people in the South did 

not even approach seven million.  

 

THE PROPAGANDISTôS BLUNDERS  

Somewhat surprisingly, the first breaches in the wall were made possible 

by mistakes committed by North Korean propagandists themselves. In 

1980, South Korea experienced a massive pro-democratic movement, 

known as Seoul Spring. This culminated in the Kwangju Uprising of May 

1980 in which civilians resisted well-armed government forces. 

Predictably, these events were presented by the North Korean media as 
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signs of a coming revolution in the South, which would bring South 

Koreans to the warm embrace of the Great Leader and his world-saving 

Juche Ideas (it is possible that at the time North Korean decision makers 

sincerely believed themselves that the South Korean revolution was just 

around the corner) 

Therefore, in outbursts of expectation and enthusiasm ï and also 

as an attempt to show alleged support for North Korea in the South ï 

footage from Kwangju and other South Korean cities began to be 

frequently broadcast on North Korean TV. However, this footage 

produced completely unexpected consequences.  

The present author has talked about this with refugees in the 

South and North Koreans inside the North and all of them recollected the 

great surprise they felt when they saw the unfolding South Korean 

revolution. They noticed that protesting South Korean students were 

dressed much better than the children of North Korean officials. They also 

discovered that Kwangju, a provincial South Korean city, actually had 

more high-rise buildings than Pyongyang, the ñcapital of the revolutionò 

itself. It was evident that, contrary to the official propaganda, South Korea 

was by no means a land of poverty and destitution. North Korean agitprop 

workers soon realized their mistake and stopped broadcasting the 

offending footage, but it was too late: the damage had been done.  

Soon after, the North Korean agitprop department made another 

significant blunder. In 1989, Pyongyang hosted the 13
th
 World Festival of 

Youth and Students ï an international gala event which was supported by 

the Soviet Union and other communist countries as a part of their united 

front policy. In the peculiar case of Pyongyang, the 13
th
 World Festival 

was meant to be North Koreaôs answer to the success of the 1988 Olympic 

Games in Seoul. 

The North Korean authorities invited South Korean delegates to 

participate in events. The South Korean government, stubbornly anti-

communist at the time, refused to allow members of the left-leaning South 

Korean nationalist student groups to go to Pyongyang. However, some 

members ignored the ban and went nonetheless.  

One of them was Im Su-kyȀng, then a student at Hankook 

University of Foreign Studies ï charming, good-looking, charismatic and, 

at the time, an ardent believer in the views of the more radical South 

Korean ñprogressivesò (a peculiar mix of nationalism and Leninism). The 

North Korean agitprop department saw her as a godsend. Indeed, Im Su-

kyȀng said exactly what South Korean students were supposed to say 

according to North Korean discourse. She generally followed the 
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suggestions of her minders and did not create much trouble. As a result, 

she spent 46 days touring the country and participated in many events, 

which were widely publicized by the official media.  

However, her visit produced a somewhat surprising and 

unintended result. Almost all of the refugees with whom I have spoken 

mentioned the short visit of Im Su-kyȀng as being a pivotal event in 

changing perceptions of the South in North Korea. Im Su-kyȀng looked 

different, and, irrespective of her statements (usually parroting the North 

Korean propaganda), she behaved in a way which made the North 

Koreans question many official statements about the South. Im Su-kyȀng 

was clearly spontaneous, and unlike North Koreaôs normal speakers at 

public events, she improvised her speeches. She was not afraid to break 

some minor rules and even at points made very mild critical remarks 

about organization (like complaining publically about excessive security, 

which prevented her from mingling with North Koreans frequently). All 

of this was new and shocking, like her fashionable clothes, which for 

many years following determined fashion trends in North Korean society.  

Having completed her Pyongyang trip, Im Su-kyȀng crossed the 

DMZ to go back to South Korea and, as expected, was arrested 

immediately by the South Korean authorities. Since the notorious National 

Security Law makes unauthorized trips to the North illegal, she stood trial 

and spent several years in prison. This was when the North Korean 

propaganda machine would make another grave mistake. North Korean 

journalists used an officially approved trip to Seoul in order to meet Im 

Su-kyȀngôs parents in their Seoul apartment. The North Koreans were 

surprised to see that the family of a known political criminal was not 

shipped to a concentration camp (as was customary in the North) and even 

could continue to live in the nationôs capital and give interviews to the 

ñenemy journalistsò. This was a massive blow to the image of South 

Korean society as an exceptionally repressive state. North Koreans began 

to suspect that the ófascist puppet clique in Seoulô might just be 

surprisingly soft on internal dissent. 

Tellingly, from the mid-1990s, references to Im Su-kyȀng and her 

exploits all but disappeared from the North Korean media. Her views have 

not changed that much, she worked as a journalist, visited the North again 

and in April 2012 was elected a member of parliament from the centre-left 

Democratic Party list. Nonetheless, Im Su-kyȀngôs moderate prominence 

in South Korean politics has not been advertised by the North Korean 

media since the mid-1990s. 
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THE CROSS-BORDER MOVEMENT 

But the real changes were to begin in the mid-1990s. By far the single 

most important new factor was a massive move of North Korean refugees 

to China. Strictly speaking, the Sino-North Korean border has never been 

well protected. Excessive security was seen by both sides as superfluous. 

Until the late 1980s, few North Koreans would consider escape to China; 

after all it was little different from the North in terms of political freedoms 

and until the mid-1980s had significantly lower living standards. At the 

same time, in the conditions of tight surveillance and control, typical of 

Mao and early post-Mao period, escapees were almost certain to be 

apprehended by the Chinese authorities and then extradited back to the 

North, where a few years of imprisonment would await them. 

Things changed in the mid-1990s when cross-border movements 

began in earnest. Both push and pull factors were at play. North Korea at 

the time was experiencing a catastrophic famine and as a result, many 

who escaped to China did so to avoid the real threat of starvation. 

Concurrently, changes in China itself created manifold employment 

opportunities for refugees who were willing to take badly paid, unskilled 

jobs. As a result, the number of refugees peaked at an estimated 200,000 

in 1999. Since then their number as dwindled to a mere 20-30,000.
8
  

It is important to remember that they constitute a floating 

population. Many refugees, having spent a few months or even some 

years in China, voluntarily return home, stay with their families for a 

while then go back to China again. No reliable statistics exist, but 

Courtland Robinson of John Hopkins University, whose group conducted 

systematic research on the North Korean refugee population in China, 

once estimated that up to half a million North Koreans have visited China 

up to 2009.
9
 Once back home, the former refugees discuss their 

experiences in China, so the stories of Chinese prosperity are widely 

known and frequently ï if cautiously ï discussed in North Korea. Taking 

into account the large number of North Koreans who have visited China, 

the impact of the rumours and stories is bound to be significant. 

Indeed, even a short visit to China has a great impact on a 

refugeeôs worldview, since the per capita income in the borderland 
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provinces is two or three times higher the income in North Korea (the gap 

is larger than gap between two Germanies in the 1980s). To the 

impoverished North Koreans, China looks like a land of plenty.  One of 

my interviewees recalled how shocked she was in the late 1990s by the 

sight of a brightly lit evening market in what is essentially a seedy 

borderland Chinese town (she was taken there by her relatives virtually 

next day after her defection): ñEverything was so fresh, so beautiful and 

so strange. I saw bananas and thought they must be some kind of peculiar 

looking cucumberò.  

The impact of Chinese prosperity is further increased by recent 

memories of Chinese poverty. Indeed, until the late 1980s, the borderland 

areas of China were worse off compared to the northern parts of North 

Korea, and so it was customary for North Koreans to provide their 

Chinese relatives with some help. Indeed, many North Koreans in the 

northern part of the country have relatives in China. The borderland part 

of northeast China is largely populated by ethnic Koreans whose ancestors 

moved to the area in the early 1900s and who maintain relations with their 

relatives in North Korea. In recent years, largely thanks to massive cross 

border movements, North Koreans stay in constant touch with their 

Chinese relatives (the recent proliferation of Chinese mobile phones helps 

them, as well as the activities of brokers who specialize in moving people, 

money and letter across the border).  

This news from China is widely seen as proof of the efficiency of 

market-style reforms (switching to a family responsibility system in 

agriculture, in particular). In this new situation, North Korean propaganda 

is compelled to look for some excuse to justify Pyongyangôs stubborn 

unwillingness to emulate Chinaôs success.  

China is important in itself, but it is even more significant as a 

conduit for information about South Korea. The borderland areas of China, 

where a majority of refugees reside, are much influenced by South Korean 

culture. Even a humble farmhouse in the area might have a satellite dish 

which is used to watch South Korean broadcasts, remarkably more 

attractive to Chinese viewers than even the contents of Chinese TV, 

already very free and entertaining by North Korea standards. Many ethnic 

Koreans in the area have visited the South in various capacities, as legal or 

illegal workers, students and tourists.  

Therefore, every North Korean refugee in the area is almost 

certain to encounter stories about South Koreaôs material prosperity and 

individual freedom ï indeed, in this part of China, South Korea is almost 

universally perceived as the embodiment of material success. Refugee 
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interviewees say that back in the 1990s, it usually took a few weeks in 

China for them to realize that South Korea is rich beyond their 

imagination. In recent years, such a revelation no longer happens ï North 

Korean refugees learn about South Korean prosperity well before they 

arrive in China. To a large extent, they learn it through word of mouth, but 

the spread of new information technologies also plays a large and 

important role in the spread of South Korean culture.  

 

THE ARRIVAL OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES 

In a sense, the Kim family regime is unlucky. These people run a 

dictatorship whose internal stability depends on a self-imposed 

information blockade. However, they have to do it in times when 

maintaining such a blockade is increasingly difficult due to advances in 

digital and information technologies.  The Kim Family Regime is 

fighting an uphill battle: information storage and dissemination devices 

are getting smaller (and also more powerful) with remarkable speed.  

Historically, the first media device which managed to penetrate 

the North Korean isolation was radio. While the ban on tunable radio sets 

technically remains in effect, it has become increasingly difficult to 

enforce. When the ban was first adopted, the typical radio was a large, 

valve-based contraption virtually impossible to hide in a typical North 

Korean house. Over the last 15 years, small and easy-to-hide transistor 

radios have been smuggled into the country in unknown but significant 

quantities.  

It seems from interviews with refugees that North Koreans still 

tend to perceive listening to foreign broadcasts as a dangerous and 

somewhat improper activity. This is a large difference with the situation in 

the Soviet Union of the 1970s, where for a significant number of urban 

families, regular listening to foreign broadcasts had become a sort of 

established ritual (unlike North Korea, it was perfectly legal to listen to 

foreign broadcasts there). A popular joke of my youth put it nicely: óThere 

is a wonderful tradition in our Russia: listening to the BBC every eveningô. 

Indeed, a 1984 research project stated that in an average week some 14ï

18% of adult Soviet citizens listened to the Voice of America, 7ï10% to 

the BBC and 8ï12% to Radio Liberty (these figures agree well with my 

own reminiscences).
10
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Nonetheless, those in North Korea who listen to foreign 

broadcasts tend to be those with heightened interest in political and social 

matters, often intellectuals and/or members of the official elite. Perhaps 

the real or perceived risks which are still associated with foreign 

broadcasts make listening to such programs appear to be a serious matter. 

In other words, from refugee interviews one can get the impression that 

the penetration rate of radios is indeed not very high, but it might still be 

politically the most significant form of media, since its audience largely 

consists of real or potential opinion makers. It also remains the only 

source of up-to-date political information and opinions. 

In terms of the overall impact on the general populace, however, 

nothing can compete with the DVD player which seems to be by far the 

most significant tool of information dissemination in North Korea. 

Technically, VCRs were available in North Korea from the early 1990s, 

but for years this tape-based equipment was very expensive and beyond 

the reach of the average person. Indeed, in a country where the average 

monthly wage was in the region of $5 (and even less in some periods), 

few people were willing to pay $200 to purchase a VCR.  

Things changed however around 2000. First, the North Korean 

market was flooded with cheap used VCRs which began to come in from 

China. Not long after, DVD players took hold. The cheapest DVD players 

are readily available at North Korean markets for $20 or less (Kretchun 

and Kim cite the price for a DVD player at $13, but my interlocutors 

usually quote somewhat higher figures)
11

. Unlike radio sets, DVD players 

are perfectly legal: it is officially assumed that North Koreans would 

purchase these contraptions to watch ideologically wholesome North 

Korean movies ï biopics of the Great Leader and the like. In real life, 

there are few North Koreans who find these kinds of movies interesting, 

rather they use their DVD players to entertain themselves with illegally 

imported foreign video. 

Hollywood blockbusters (many North Koreans have seen Titanic) 

and Hong Kong martial arts movies make up a sizable portion of the 

DVDs watched by northerners, as do Indian movies. However, the 

dominant role is that of South Korean video (both movies and TV dramas). 

South Korean movies are technically banned, but this ban is frequently 

ignored by the people and not always enforced by the authorities. This 

behavior might be risky, but of dozens people with whom I discussed the 

issue, none said that he or she personally knows somebody who got in 
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trouble for watching South Korean movies (nearly all of them watched the 

forbidden videos while still in North Korea). One North Korean whom I 

interviewed, a minor police official in the past told of how police 

discovered a large shipment of South Korean DVDs in his county. The 

people who were smuggling these DVDs across the border were 

apprehended, but got very light sentences ï only a few months of 

imprisonment. To a very large extent this was because the ring was run by 

the children of top officials in the county, but it is still partly indicative of 

the changes in North Koreaôs law enforcing environment. There is little 

doubt that had this taken place in the 1990s, all the participants would 

have disappeared into a concentration camp for years and their well-

placed relatives would have lost their jobs and possibly be sent to prison 

as well. 

Unlike radio broadcasts, which form part of large-scale political 

campaigns being waged by South Korean and foreign governments, the 

proliferation of South Korean DVDs is being guided by the proverbial 

óinvisible hand of the marketô. First, the video is recorded by ethnic 

Koreans in China who often use satellite broadcasts to get the most recent 

episodes of TV dramas. Then the disks are smuggled across the border 

and are bought by wholesalers in North Korea. From there, the disks are 

distributed across the country.  

The available data does not allow us estimate the DVD 

penetration rate with any precision. My North Korean interlocutors have 

stated many times in recent years that some three quarters of all 

households have a DVD player. This may, though, be a geographically 

biased view, since most of them come from borderland areas of North 

Korea, where incomes are higher and foreign influences are 

understandably more pronounced. Kretchun and Kim, however, come up 

with very similar estimates (but they admittedly dealt with a similar 

biased sample). According to their survey, 46% of the sample had access 

to the DVD players (an additional 25% had access to a VCD player ï 

VCD technology is quite prominent in North Korea).
12

 

Watching South Korean movies has produced much impact on 

North Koreans not least because these movies are clearly not a part of 

some deliberate propaganda efforts: it is obvious that the movies are 

produced exclusively for South Korean internal consumption. North 

Koreans might be somewhat skeptical and they might even assume that 

South Korean videos exaggerate the actual living standards of South 
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Korea ï after all, North Korean propaganda and art has always 

embellished life in the North. Nonetheless, there are things in the video 

which could not be faked for the sake of show ï like, say, the skyline of 

Seoul, dotted with high rise buildings, bright lights and impressive bridges. 

As one interviewee said: ñUntil 2000, people believed that South Korea is 

a very poor country, so we felt sorry about the suffering of the South 

Koreans. But then people began to watch South Korea movies, so now 

only kids in primary schools might think that South Korea is poorò.  

As a matter of fact, even primary school kids are no longer likely 

to receive education about the alleged poverty of South Korea. Over the 

last 10 years, the depiction of South Korea in North Korean propaganda 

has undergone a profound transformation. In North Korean propaganda 

South Korea is no longer presented as a destitute place. It is tacitly 

admitted that South Korea is quite affluent. Therefore North Korean 

propaganda dwells on other problems in South Korean society, real or 

alleged ï like environmental degradation, crime, income inequality etc.
13

 

This sea change took place exactly when the cross-border movement and 

the spread of new technologies began in earnest ï around 2000. One can 

be pretty certain that this was prompted by the changes in the information 

environment. In the new situation, the warriors of North Koreaôs agitprop 

department realized that they needed new weapons to counter their foe. It 

seems that the future has in store an even worse surprise for North Korean 

propaganda makers: computers, the ultimate dissemination tools, have 

finally arrived in North Korea. 

The common image of North Korea is that of a destitute country, a 

sort of a sub-Saharan African nation with unusually cold weather. But this 

makes us forget that North Korea, in spite of being very poor indeed, is an 

urban society and an educated one at that. In other words, there is a 

significant number of North Koreans who have little problem with using 

computers and know perfectly well why they need to use them.  

When the present author visits borderland areas of China, I go to 

the markets which cater for the needs of North Koreans. In recent years, 

one of the most notable features of such markets is a small computer shop 

or two. They usually sell cheap used desktop computers and notebooks. In 
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the summer of 2010, a used notebook in Dandong would cost less than 

$100. This might be a large amount of money for the average North 

Korean worker or farmer, but it is within the reach of a slightly corrupt 

official or even a moderately successful merchant, so one should not be 

surprised that such computers are selling like hot cakes (at least this what 

the shop owner told me). It is remarkable that computers are not unheard 

of even in small and remote towns and villages. Even a village school 

might nowadays have a computer or two, and relatively affluent families 

in the countryside often buy computers to be used as status symbols.
14

 As 

a refugee remarked: ñHere in South Korea, people buy expensive foreign 

cars to show off. In North Korea, they buy computers and refrigerators.ò 

As people in the above mentioned computer shops told me, North Koreans 

largely buy computers for two reasons ï word processing and watching 

foreign movies and TV shows.  

North Korean computers are not connected to the Internet. At best, 

one can use the nationwide intranet system, which is known as 

KwangmyȀng, but even access to this intranet is much restricted. 

Nonetheless, in spite of all restrictions, computers remain powerful 

information technology tools. They can be used for not merely perusing 

but also disseminating information.  

The North Korean authorities seem to understand some of the 

dangers which are brought by the arrival of computers. It is remarkable 

though that the government has not made any significant efforts to curb or 

restrict computer ownership. As a matter of fact, the spread of computers 

and computer-related knowledge has been welcomed and explicitly 

encouraged by the North Korean state. This might reflect the somewhat 

naive belief that such a spread may create the foundations for a 

miraculous economic breakthrough. Stalinist regimes have always been 

notorious for their technological fetishism ï that is, belief that all their 

economic problems can be overcome by the discovery of a miracle 

technology. 

To counter the potential political threats, all computers are 

registered and their hard drives are subject to random checks by the 

authorities (recently, the security bureaucracy created a special division ï 

the so-called Bureau 27 ï to monitor and control privately owned 

computers). Frankly, though, one should be sceptical about the 
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effectiveness of such checks: a teenage computer enthusiast will always 

outsmart an aging policeman, especially if the latter does not see a good 

reason to be excessively vigilant.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Therefore it seems that the information environment has changed 

completely and irreversibly. The North Korean government is not happy 

about it and does everything it can to put the genie back in the bottle. 

However, these efforts are in vain ï and likely to remain so. 

This is not to deny that in some areas, the North Korean 

government can stop and even partially reverse these dangerous 

developments. For example, after 2008 there has been a notable decline in 

cross-border movements, which has been the result of a dramatic increase 

in border security. That said though, the North Korean government is 

fighting an uphill battle it is unlikely to win. 

Change is especially noticeable among younger North Koreans, 

those now in their 20s and 30s. These people never lived in the old state 

socialist economy and since their teens they have been exposed to 

knowledge of the outside world. They are therefore likely to be skeptical 

about official propaganda and one might speculate that recent efforts to 

replace the image of poverty-stricken South Korea with that of crime-

ridden South Korea is unlikely to be successful with them.  

There is little doubt that in the long run such contacts will produce 

much political impact and perhaps will even lay the ground for a dramatic 

transformation of the North Koran regime (or its collapse). After all, it 

was the spread of information about the outside world which undermined 

the Soviet Union and other Communist countries in the 1980s. In this 

regard, one has to agree with Yale Richmond who wrote recently: ñThere 

are a few grains of truth in some of these explanations [of the Soviet 

collapse], and more than a few in others, but I will provide many grains of 

another explanation ï that the end of the Cold War and the collapse of 

communism were consequences of Soviet contacts and cultural exchanges 

with the West, and with the United States in particular, over the years that 

followed the death of Stalin in 1953.ò
 15

 

This does not mean that a North Korean revolution is around the 

corner (even though this might be case, revolutions are sudden events 

usually). The spread of knowledge about the outside world is bound to 

                                            
15
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make North Koreans more disbelieving of the government, but this does 

not immediately translate into anti-government actions. There are other 

conditions which make a revolt possible. Nonetheless, it seems that the 

old information blockage has ceased to be sustainable and in spite of all 

efforts by the authorities, within five to ten years the majority of the North 

Korean population will come to realize that they are living in a very poor 

and unusually repressive state which is the object of contempt, pity and 

ridicule among their successful neighbors. This is not a discovery that the 

North Korean government would welcome, but it seems that it is bound to 

happen nonetheless.   
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The Early History of Korean Electric Light  

and Power Development 

 

 

Moon-Hyon Nam 

 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION  

A plaque inscribed with the phrase ñThe Birthplace of Electricity in Koreaò 

has recently been laid at the site of Koreaôs first electric light plant 

(jendeungso) on the grounds of Gyeongbokgung palace in Seoul, to mark 

the 100th anniversary of powerhouse construction and electric lighting 

installation inside Geoncheonggung, the main residence of Gojong 

(r.1864-1897 as king, 1897-1907 as emperor).
1
 The first modern lighting 

came to Joseon, ñThe Land of Morning Calmò,
2
 just seven years after the 

invention of incandescent light by Thomas A. Edison. Thus, conventional 

royal palace lighting by candles and oil lamps was partially replaced by 

modern incandescent electric lights two years and four months after the 

Korean government ordered an electric light plant from the Edison 

Electric Light Company
3
 on September 4, 1884. The powerhouse was 

completed in January 1887 and the test operation of triple-bulb electric 

lamps was carried out. The exact date of the first actual use of electric 

lighting is not known, although January 26, 1887 is the most probable 

date.
4
 It was only four and half years after the opening of the Pearl Street 

                                            
1
 Geoncheonggung is a building completed in 1873 inside the Gyeongbokgung 

palace complex. 
2
 P. Lowell, Choson: The Land of the Morning Calm (Boston, MA: Ticknor and 

Company, 1886). 
3
 US Department of State, Despatches from the United States Ministers to Korea 

(hereinafter cited as Korea Despatches):  No. 106: Legation of the United States, 

Seoul, Corea, Lucius H. Foote to F. T. Frelinghuysen, Secretary of States, 

Washington DC, September 4, 1884. 
4
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Central Station in New York.
5
 

In 1892, the government planned to relocate and upgrade the plant 

because of the noise and the need to electrify Changdeokgung, about one 

mile east of Gyeongbokgung.
6
 American electric light engineer Thomas 

Power was in charge of the construction of the new plant, located about 

midway between both palace compounds. The old plant was closed after 

the completion of its successor on May 30, 1894.
7
 This is recognized as a 

historic milestone that kicked off a national modernization effort in the 

late 19th century. In the 20th century, the plants were demolished without 

a trace remaining. Some documentation on the plants exists, for example 

Korean-U.S. and Korean-U.K. diplomatic dispatches during the 

construction project and subsequent operation. In 1893, Allen reported the 

electrical matters in Korea to Washington: ñéa fine incandescent electric 

light plant of 750 lights from Edison Companyéò
8
 In 1936, the Japanese 

reported that two 3kW dynamos were operated by a steam engine and two 

100-candlepower lamps were lighted up at the palace in 1887. The site of 

the powerhouse was in front of the kingôs residence.
9
  

In addition to its first lighting service within the palace, the nationôs 

                                                                                                   
choechoui jeonkijeomdeung (1887) (in Korean) (ñMcKay Electric Light Plant in 
Geoncheonggung and first electric lighting in Korea, 1887),ò in Gaehwagi hanmi 

gyoseop gwangesa (Negotiation relation history between Korea and U.S. in the 

Period of Enlightenment) (Seoul, Korea: Dankook Univ. Press, 1985), pp. 568-

613. 
5
 R. Friedel and P. Israel, B. Finn, Edison's Electric Light - Biography of an 

Invention (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1987), pp. 205-212; M-H. 

Nam, ñEarly History of Electrical Engineering in Korea: Edison and First Electric 

Lighting in the Kingdom of Corea,ò presented at IEEE Power Eng. Winter 

Meeting, Singapore, Jan 23-26, 2000. 
6
 Gyeongbokgung palace was initially built in 1395 as the main palace of the 

Joseon dynasty. 
7
 H. N. Allen, Korea: Fact and Fancy, p. 9. 

8
 H. N. Allen, ñReport on Electrical Matters in Korea,ò October 26, 1893, 
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D.C.,: National Archives, Diplomatic Records, M167, (hereinafter cited as U.S. 
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Japanese) (Tokyo, Japan: Friendship Association, 1959) (hereinafter cited as 

Collections of Major Documents), vol. 1, pp. 48-49; Hankukjeonki baeknyeonsa 

(in Korean) (One Hundred Years of Electricity in Korea (hereinafter cited as One 

Hundred Years), 2 vols. and 1 vol. with plates (Seoul, Korea: KEPCO, 1989), vol. 

1, pp. 83-84. 



History of Korean Electric Light and Power 

43 
 

 

first electricity provider, the Seoul Electric Company, was launched in 

1898.
10

 This accelerated the modernization process, which included the 

renovation in the capital, construction of a tramway and waterworks, and 

extension of electric light and power services to the public. The Seoul 

Electric Company managed to provide an integrated service that included 

street lights, telephones, and a new electric tram system.
11

 

The first electric light plant on the palace grounds is forgotten as the 

very start of electrical engineering in Korea. This paper attempts to revive 

the early history of Koreaôs electric lights and power by providing a 

chronological review of electrical developments before the turn of the 

20th century. The main focus is on the initial stages of the process: the 

establishment of the first electric light plant at the main palace in 1887 

and the erection of a second plant for lighting the detached palace 

compound, Changdeokgung, in 1894.  

 

II. INTRODUCTORY CON TACTS WITH ELECTRICI TY  

A. General Knowledge of Electricity 

From the early 1860s several kinds of scientific literature published in 

China were introduced to Korea. Stories about electricity, electric trams 

and telegraphy were very popular in newspapers.
12

 Koreans knew about 

the basic theory of electricity and its application to the telegraph and 

weaponry, while natural electric phenomena helped them to understand 

electricity better. Joseon opened her ports to Japan in 1876, and Gojong 

began to see electricity as a symbol of national ñenlightenmentò and ñself-

strengthening.ò
13

 

 

B. Observations of Electricity 

Korea came in contact with electricity through Japan and China. The 

Joseon government sent special envoys to Japan during the 1870s and 

1880s to inspect modernized schools, institutions, and industrial facilities. 

The members of several delegations witnessed the electric arc-lighting in 

                                            
10

 The Emperor Gojong invested capital in the company. 
11

 T-J. Yi, Gojongsidaeui jaijomyeong (in Korean) (Rediscovering the King 

Gojong Period) (Taehaksa, Seoul: 2000), pp. 307-85.  
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 For example, ñTheory of Electricityò in New Encyclopedia (Shanghai, 1854) 
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the street of Yokosuka and Tokyo. Technology trainees sent to China 

learned about electricity and the telegraph at the Electricity Test Station in 

Tianjin.
14

 

 

C. Interactions between Korea and the USA 

The Korean Special Mission to America 

Gojong realized the tremendous power of electricity through reports from 

his delegations and recognized that it was the only means to promote 

national wealth and military power. In conjunction with signing the Treaty 

of Friendship with Japan in 1876, the Joseon government signed the 

Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the USA in 1882. It was a result of 

an effort to actively join international society. Lucius H. Foote was 

appointed the first American Minister to Joseon and opened the American 

legation at Jeongdong in Seoul in May 1883. 

The Korean government dispatched the Joseon bobingsa, or Joseon 

Special Mission to America, in accordance with the terms of the treaty 

with the US. The delegation consisted of eight men and was lead by Chief 

Minister Yong-Ik Min.
15

 The general aim of the mission was not only to 

cement the friendship between the two countries but also to obtain 

American advisers, teachers, and loans. 

 

Devilôs Light 

The mission arrived in New York on September 18, 1883 via San 

Francisco and Chicago, and they met President Chester A. Arthur (1881-

85) in New York to submit King Gojongôs letter and diplomatic 

credentials. They embarked on an inspection tour of modern facilities in 

Boston and Lowell, Massachusetts. This was the beginning of science and 

technology exchanges between Korea and America.
16

 In Boston, they 

stayed in the Hotel Vendome and visited two industrial fairs (the Foreign 

Exhibition and the American Exposition). Joseon had porcelain ware, and 
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this was the first Korean participation in an international fair.
17

 While 

touring the Equitable Building in New York, the delegation was awed by 

the electric lights and wrote the following: ñéIn Japan we saw electrical 

apparatus, but could not be told what (it) was, though we were left to 

understand that nobody knew, and that it was a force controlled by devils 

and not surely under human controlé.ò
18

 They expressed their desire to 

introduce electrical equipment and facilities to Korea.
19

 The envoys also 

saw the incandescent lighting and power generation facilities at the Hotel 

Vendome, which were installed in 1882. 

 

Ordering an Electric Light Plant from Edison 

During their stay in New York, many entrepreneurs and merchants 

interested in trading with Korea visited the envoys. Among them was 

Everett Frazer, who was already trading with Japan and China at that time. 

He introduced several manufacturers and textile factories. One of these 

companies was the Edison Electric Company, and the delegation had a 

meeting to discuss an order for an electric light plant.
20

 Impressed by 

Frazerôs hospitality, Chief Minister Min asked him to be the Honorary 

Joseon General Consul in New York. Since there was no formal 

diplomatic consulate in Washington, the Joseon government officially 

assigned him as the Honorary Joseon General Consul in New York on 

January 17, 1884.
21

 The missionôs activity in the US provided a chance to 

introduce electric lighting to Korea.  

 

 

 

III. ESTABLISHMENT AND REMOVAL OF THE 

POWERHOUSE 
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Society ), Vol.4, No. 1, pp. 3-25, Jan. 1982. 
18

 New York Herald, October 15, 1883. 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Korea Despatches, vol. 1, no. 106, loc. cit. 
21

 Ibid., vol. 1, No.47, Mr. Lucius H. Foote to the Secretary of State, translation, 

January 14, 1884; Allen, Korea: Fact and Fancy, 165; Frazer served during 1884-

1891, reappointed 1897. 



History of Korean Electric Light and Power 

46 
 

 

 

A. Planning the Electrification of the Palace 

After returning to Seoul, the envoys recommended to the king that 

advanced science and technology from America and Europe be introduced 

for the sake of national reform and enlightenment.
22

 Meanwhile, Frazer 

and Edison discussed the establishment and operation of electric lighting, 

telephone equipment and facilities in Joseon. Frazer sent a message to 

Minister Foote on April 16, 1884 and asked him to apply to the 

government for the exclusive rights regarding the electric lighting and 

telegraph project.
23

 Upon receiving Footeôs memorial on the 

electrification of the palace, the Joseon government ordered an electric 

light plant from the Edison Electric Light Company on September 4, 1884 

via Foote. Foote reported it to the Secretary of State, F. T. Frelinghuysen, 

and asked him to cooperate in the installation of electric light in the 

palace.
24

 In response to Foote, Frelinghuysen confirmed the report.
25

 

This led to a $15,500 contract between Frazer, the authorized 

representative of the Joseon government, and the Edison Lamp Company 

in October. Edison named Frazer as a general agent for his business in 

Joseon. Edison also assigned James R. Morse of the American Trading 

Company in Tokyo and Walter D. Townsend (Townsend & Co.) in 

Chemulpo (now Incheon) as trading agents in Korea.
26
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The attempted coup dôétat in Joseon on December 4, 1884 delayed the 

electric lighting project until June 1885. In August 1886, Frazer reported 

that Edison was ready to send an electric light plant to Korea,
27

 and he 

was waiting for the decision of the Joseon government on the invitation of 

an electric light instructor.
28

 The government decided to invite an electric 

light engineer and Edison recommended William McKay. McKay was 

granted a passport on September 18, 1886 and left for Joseon with his 

family and a mechanic in October.
29

  

 

B. Construction of the Electric Light Plant 

Building 

McKay arrived in Seoul on November and signed a contract with the 

Joseon government. He started to search for a site for the powerhouse on 

the palace grounds and decided to locate the building between the kingôs 

residence and the side of the lotus pond, which would supply water for the 

boiler, and to install power lines for the electric lights. From December 

1886 through January 1887, McKay erected a one-story frame building on 

a hill overlooking the lotus pond.
30

 The building had an approximate area 

of 30ft ³ 80ft and was divided into an engine and dynamo room, and a 

room for the boiler.
31

  

An electric light plant arrived in Japan from the US in early November. 

The Joseon government paid $12,179.87, the balance owed to the 

Townsend & Co., and took possession of it.
32

 The plant was then carried 
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by sea from Nagasaki to Incheon and up the Han River to Seoul.  

 

Boiler 

Steam was supplied by a coal-fired 80-hp boiler. Edison adopted the 

Babcock & Wilcox model to his systems from early on. observing that, ñIt 

is the best boiler that God has permitted man yet to make.ò Thus it may be 

assumed that McKay installed a Babcock & Wilcox boiler at his 

powerhouse. 

 

Steam Engine 

There are several reports about the steam plant: one electric light plant for 

lighting 750-incandescent lamps,
33

 two 3kW dynamos (and a steam-

engine).
34

 It is inferable that the steam plant consisted of a high-speed 

(Armington & Sims) engine having two flywheels, each of which was 

belted with a 3kW class Edison dynamo. In the Pearl Street station, 

Edison adopted 125-hp Armington & Sims engines capable of running at 

350 rpm and linked his dynamos because of the ease of speed regulation. 

At Sunbury, he also belted his ñLò dynamo with a high-speed Armington 

& Sims engine having two flywheels.
35

 The engine was well matched 

with various Edison dynamos and thereafter became his favorite. The 

Armington & Sims Company produced small engines: two flywheels, a 

9.5" bore and 10" stroke, producing produces 50-hp at 350 rpm with 175 

psi of steam.
36

 Edison probably sent an Armington & Sims engine for use 

at the Joseon powerhouse.  

 

Dynamo and Three-Wire System 

As mentioned above, two 3kW Edison dynamos were belted to a steam 

engine. In the early stage of the Edison Isolated Lighting System, the 

dynamos were long-legged Mary types. These were replaced by shortened 

bipolar generators, i.e. the Edison dynamo of 1886, and these were 

installed in the Edison system of central station lighting. The first 

operating manual of the Edison dynamos in the central station was 

published in 1886. Edison arranged two generators in series to provide 
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220V in outside wires and a neutral wire between the generators acted as a 

compensating conductor. This was a three-wire system which was first 

installed at Sunbury and elsewhere afterward.
37

 It is inferable that two 

dynamos were connected in series, and that three wires led to simple bus 

bars at the powerhouse. 

 

Lighting Installations 

News reports on the lighting installations mentioned that 750 incandescent 

lamps,
38

 two 100-candlepower arc-lamps, one for the search light and the 

other for the fore-garden,
39

 and 5-bulb electric lamps had arrived.
40

 

Based on the capacity of the dynamos, 120, 16-candlepower and 100-

candlepower arc-lamps were deployed on the palace grounds. The 

dynamo might have had a capacity of 60, 16-candlepower bamboo 

filament lamps each, thus giving a capacity of 120 lamps to the station. A 

three-wire distribution panel stood in front of the dynamos, and three 

wires from the dynamo were for the lamps in the kingôs and queenôs 

residential area and around the palace.  

 

C. First Class in East Asia 

 The Death of McKay 

According to a letter to Edison from Francis Upton, superintendent of the 

Edison Lamp Company, the Korean plant was one of the first-class plants 

in East Asia, along with the one in the Japanese emperorôs palace, and it 

would be a model plant for future business in China.
41

 The plant was fully 

functional and performed satisfactorily.
42

  

On March 9, 1887, McKay died after being shot with a revolver by 

Korean assistant Ki-Su (Kim). The assistant was arrested and tried. This 

aroused diplomatic problems between the two countries because McKay 

was an invited government electrician. The US legation concluded that 
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the assistant was not guilty and did not want him to be punished. At 

American minister Rockhillôs request, the Joseon government decided to 

free the assistant.
43

  

William McKay was born in Scotland in 1863 and resided in 

Warwick, Rhode Island. Before coming to Joseon he worked at a textile 

printing factory.
44

 He was a benefactor who brought modern lighting to 

Korea. Upon receiving the sad news, Gojong expressed his deep sorrow, 

paid the funeral expenses, and consoled the family by providing money 

for housing and education.  

 

 Operations after McKay 

The powerhouse was halted until the government invited new electric 

light ñteachers,ò Pyirre and Forsyth, in August from England through the 

mediation of the USA.
45

 Their duty was to re-start the powerhouse, 

operate the plant and manage the electric light facilities. The government 

asked them to train Korean students to run the powerhouse in the future. 

For operating the powerhouse, Pyirre and an assistant were enough, so the 

government discharged Forsyth on February 12, 1889. Pyirre served until 

August 1889 with a Korean assistant,
46

 and American electrical engineer 

Payne was then invited, serving two years as his successor.
47

 Another 

American, Thomas W. Power, succeeded Payne from 1891. Power had 

worked at the Shareham Hotel in Washington before coming to Seoul and 

was an excellent electrical engineer.
48

  

The public attitude toward electric lights was not very welcoming, 
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and many protested the high cost of using them.
49

 On the other hand, 

electric lights were a source of curiosity, and some called then 

ñmarvelous fireò or ñmoolbul - water fireò because the electricity came 

from the water of the lotus pond and people believed the light was made 

from the water.  

 

D. New Plant Construction and Old Plant Closure 

New Building 

In 1892, the Joseon government wanted to upgrade the obsolete 

powerhouse and electrify the detached palace, Changdeokgung, which 

was about a mile away. The Workshop Office of the Department of 

Interior signed a contract with the American Trading Company to 

purchase a new installation. Thomas W. Power was dispatched to America 

to select the new equipment from various places. It was shipped to Kobe, 

Japan, where it was met by Power and carried by Korean steamer to 

Chemulpo on June 1, 1893. After payment was completed, it was brought 

60 miles upriver to Seoul on small river junks. After unloading at the 

landing, the equipment had to be carried by bull cart four miles into the 

city. The cost of the plant was some $31,000 in gold, including freight and 

shipping charges.
50

 The original plan was to extend the present 

powerhouse by adding new equipment only. Considering the noise 

problem and design issues related to the extension plan, the new plant was 

installed in an empty building originally built as an arsenal and equipped 

with machinery for manufacturing weapons in 1883. The building stood 

about midway between the two palace complexes, necessitating the 

building of transmission lines and making the plant really a control station. 

 

New Plant Facilities 

According to Allenôs report, the new plant consisted of steam and 

electrical generating facilities with 240-hp output, capable of lighting two 
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thousand 16-candlepower incandescent lamps. It was almost twenty times 

larger in capacity than the old one.
51

 

 

Boiler Plant 

The boiler plant consisted of three 80-hp boilers, which were made of 

steel and of the horizontal pin, tubular type. They were connected to be 

run independently and/or together as required. The wrought iron 

smokestack was 90ft high and 4ft in diameter; fabricated in sections to 

facilitate shipment by Thos. C. Bassnor Co. of Baltimore. The boilers 

were fed by a Warthington steam pump made in Brooklyn. The feed water 

heater was an upright cylinder enclosing two brass coils, thereby 

improving fuel efficiency. This was made by the National Pipe Bending 

Co. in New Haven. 

 

Engine Plant 

The engine plant consisted of two horizontal high-speed engines of the 

straight line type. Each could produce 100 horsepower, had two driving 

pulleys, and were connected directly to two dynamos by belts. They were 

built by the Syracuse Engine Works of Syracuse. 

 

Dynamo Plant 

The dynamo plant consisted of four generators that could generate enough 

current to power 2,000 16-candlepower incandescent lamps, each dynamo 

having capacity for 500 lamps or 250A. These 125V, DC compound-

wound generators were arranged to run either independently or together, 

as required. They were built by the United States Electric Lighting Co. in 

New York City. 

 

Switchboard 

All the instruments, controllers and main switches were attached to a 10ft 

x 8ft main switchboard made in sections of well-seasoned cherry. This 

was the control center for the entire plant at all times, each dynamo having 

an independent voltmeter-ammeter, circuit breaker, rheostat and main 

switch. All instruments and switches were set on marble bases. The 

switchboard and instruments were made by the Westinghouse 

Manufacturing and Electric Co. of Pittsburgh.  

 

Lighting Fixtures and Wire 
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The electroliers and fixtures were made by the Philadelphia Fixture Co. 

The wire was supplied by the American Wire Co. of New York City, while 

the tools and other articles were purchased at various places in New York 

City. 

 

Plant Operation 

The new plant was completed under Powerôs supervision on May 30, 

1894. It was a modern, economic system designed for simplicity and 

durability. The government had Power train Korean students to operate the 

plant once he was gone.
52

 Power resigned on July 20, 1894 after the 

successful opening and returned to America in January 1895.
53

 

Subsequently, the powerhouse was operated by Korean engineers. The old 

plant had in operation for seven years, since 1887, with good results. With 

the opening of a new plant, the main buildings in the detached palace were 

lighted.  

Lighting the royal palaces was the basic approach by which modern 

electric light was first introduced to Korea, Japan and China. The demand 

for electric light and electricity increased with modernization, and having 

electric lights and electricity available was expected to promote 

modernization and provide economic benefits to people in cities as well as 

in the palace compounds. Experience gained from the electric lighting in 

the palaces led Emperor Gojong to establish the Seoul Electric Company 

in 1898.
54
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Fig. 1. Three major figures involved in electrification of Joseon: Gojong (left), American Minister 

Foote (upper right) and Dr. Allen (lower right). 

 

 

Fig. 2. Joseon Special Mission at New York on September 26, 1883.55  
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Fig. 3. Babcock and Wilcox boiler (restored boiler room, Dearborn, MI. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 4. Two-flywheel Armington & Sims engine. (By permission from NEWSM) 
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Fig. 5.  Edison dynamo of 1886. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 6. Electric light plant installation arrangement and three-wire connection diagramï plan view 

(Redrawn based on Jehl.56 
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Fig. 7.  A view from top of the Geoncheonggung toward lotus pond (O. N. Denny, 1887). The 

powerhouse was located next to the lower right pole. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 8. Street-light in front of Queenôs residence. (Reprinted from Holms.) 
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Fig. 9. Map of northern area of Seoul. The new plant (2-3-D-E) was erected in 1894 about halfway 

between Gyeongbokgung (3-C-D), where the first electric light plant was erected in 1887, and 

Changdeokgung (3-F). 

 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 10. Main Audience Hall, Changdeokgung after electrification. 
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Scandals and Gossip in Joseon Korea 

 

 

Robert Neff 
 

 

Throughout the 1880s and well into the 1890s, the small Western 

community in Seoul had, for the most part, a relatively quiet social life. 

Socializing was simple: church services on Sunday, tea parties at the 

Seoul Union throughout the week, holiday galas held at the legations, and 

picnics in the surrounding countryside.
1
 

The few visitors who came to the city were forced to stay with 

friends or at their own legations because the city had no hotels deemed 

suitable for Westerners.
2
 Unlike the port city of Chemulpo, there was no 

real transient population in Seoulðthe legation guards. The sailors and 

marines summoned by the various foreign representatives to act as 

legation guards provided not only protection but also a welcome influx of 

new people to socialize with. Their arrival allowed sporting events such as 

baseball, cricket and soccer to be organized, impromptu concerts held, and 

the tea parties were abuzz with news from around the Far East. 

There was something else that the Western community enjoyedð

gossip. While Americans were not the only ones to gossip, they were, 

apparently unlike their European peers, willing to repeat it in letters, 

diaries, books and newspaper articles. While much of this gossip has little 

or no historical or political relevance, it does provide us with a peek of the 

social life in the Western communities in Korea at the end of the 19th and 

the beginning of the 20th centuries. 

One of the most prolific gossipers was undoubtedly Horace N. Allen. 

                                            
1
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Allen first came to Korea in 1884 as a missionary doctor but eventually 

gave up evangelism and medicine for the role of diplomat. Fortunately for 

us, Allen tended to be very undiplomatic in his personal correspondence. 

Allen described the foreign communities in the Far East as being the 

same as they were in the United States. Many of the residents were God-

fearing men, successful and with families, but there were also men who 

were relatively young and easily swayed by the actions of their elder 

associates.
 3

 

Allen was especially critical of missionaries. As a missionary, he was 

notoriously cantankerous, easily offended and argued continuously with 

his missionary peers. As a diplomat, his rhetoric was somewhat toned 

down but he was still very patronizing and, to some degree, fairly astute. 

He noted that some missionaries remained aloof in an effort to keep 

themselves uncontaminated by the depraved behavior of the rest of the 

community. Allen claimed that their ñausterity ostracizedò them and made 

them ñan object of ridiculeò of their own countrymen.
4
 In turn, the 

missionary pariahs often wrote letters homeðand in many cases to the 

newspapers and government officialsðcomplaining of the depravities 

they had witnessed amongst the members of their small community. 

 

RELATIONSHIPS AND INFIDELITIES  

What were some of these depravities? The missionaries with their 

Victorian morality were naturally offended by the perceived sexual 

depravity going on around them. Not only were they offended by the loose 

morals of their Korean hostsðkisaeng and concubinesðbut also by their 

fellow Westerners. 

One such incident concerned the alleged sexual activities of the 

German representative, Ferdinand Krien. In the winter of 1888 the wife of 

Owen Denny, an American advisor to the Korean government, began 

spreading rumors among the handful of American missionary women that 

Krien was orchestrating orgies in the German legation. Krien was 

subsequently made a pariah of the community. After Krien became aware 

of the rumors, he threatened to sue Mrs. Denny for slander and was only 

placated after she apologized and disavowed the veracity of the rumors. It 

was only later learned that the origin of the rumors was Mrs. Weber, the 

                                            
3
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Russian representativeôs wife, who apparently did not like Krien.
5
 It is 

interesting to note that shortly afterwards the German Club, the first 

gentlemanôs club, was established in Seoul and, undoubtedly, missionaries 

were not members.
6
 

Of course, there were other incidents of sexual indiscretion. The 

scandalous conduct of Clare Hillier, wife of the English representative to 

Korea, undoubtedly set the community abuzz with gossip but, for the most 

part, went unrecorded. Clare was a beautiful woman and was the center of 

attention and seemed to be ill-suited for Walter, her husband, who was too 

preoccupied with his studies to lavish much attention upon her. According 

to one of Walterôs contemporaries, ñShe was fond of gaiety and pleasure 

while he was subject to fits of morose temper and was too much occupied 

with Chinese to be much with her.ò
7
 

She did, however, make up for it by finding other males to provide 

her company. One such young man was Harry S. Saunderson, a member 

of the Korean Customs Department in Seoul. Their relationship apparently 

began shortly after he arrived in Seoul in 1892 and climaxed when they 

ran away to England, forcing Walter to divorce her. 

But the British were not the only ones prone to this type of 

scandalous behavior. The second wife of American businessman H. 

Collbran vied with her step-daughter for the attention of Count Ugo 

Francesetti di Malgra, the Italian representative to Korea. According to 

Allen, the Collbran marriage was a ñqueer thingò and despite his wifeôs 

dalliance with others, Collbran remained forgiving and ñcompletely 

infatuatedò with her.
8
 She, on the other hand, was far from forgiving. 

William Franklin Sands was a young American bachelor who came 

to Korea in 1898 as the secretary of the American legation and later (1899) 

served as an advisor to the Korean government. In 1902 he had a young 

Japanese girlfriend known as Miss Butterfly. Sands, like a great many 

other young men, was infatuated with her and paid her more than just 

attention. Miss Butterfly, however, was interested in Gordon Paddock, 

who also worked in the American legation. One day she had a servant take 
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a package to Gordon but the servant misunderstood the name and instead 

took it to the Collbran residence, where Mrs. Collbran opened it. Mrs. 

Collbran was livid to discover a beautiful kimono and a card from ñMiss 

Butterflyò professing her love and promptly took her wrath out upon her 

bewildered husband. According to Allen, Collbran ñwas under the 

doctorôs care for three days.ò
9
 

There were other relationships that were looked down upon by more 

polite society. Percival Lowell, an American who stayed in Korea during 

the winter of 1883/1884, was alleged to have impregnated his Korean 

mistress. What became of her is unknown. The French representative to 

Korea, Collin de Plancy, reportedly took a Korean palace woman with 

him back to France in the early 1890s. She supposedly became so 

homesick that she returned to Seoul but found little happiness. Her 

relationship with the Frenchman had poisoned her social standing and, 

unable to endure it, she committed suicide. The daughter of Jonathon 

Hunt, the British Commissioner of Customs at Pusan, is said to have had a 

secret relationship with one of the Korean staff. After she became 

pregnant, Hunt, unable to endure the shame the birth would bring, gave up 

his position and moved to Hong Kong. What became of the baby, if there 

ever was one, is unclear.
10

 

One particularly sad incident involved Charles F. Chase, an 

American gold miner employed by the Seoul Mining Company, and his 

Japanese mistress, a woman named Kimeno. Like many of the gold 

miners, Chase lived with his mistress at the mine but at some point they 

became estranged and she left him, possibly finding companionship with 

another Western gold miner. Kimeno later denied she had another lover 

and claimed that the only reason she had left Chase was because he was 

unable to give her all the money she wanted.
11

 

Unfortunately for Chase and Kimeno, it was soon discovered that she 

was pregnant. In April 1908, at the Palace Hotel in Seoul, she gave birth 

to a fair-haired, blue-eyed daughter named Ethel.
12

 There were problems 

almost immediately. Because of their estranged relationship, Kimeno was 

unable to care for the baby by herself and Chase apparently waffled 

between giving Ethel up for adoption to his friend, John Kavanaugh, and 

trying to make things work between himself and Kimeno and possibly 
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marrying her. Kimenoôs family wanted her to return to Japan where they 

had already chosen a Japanese man for her to marry.
13

 

Like Chase, Kimeno was confused as to what to do. She threatened 

to go to the Japanese and American consuls and have them do what they 

could to solve the problemðan act that Kavanaugh, who had his own 

personal agenda, encouraged her not to do. Kavanaugh was under the 

impression that it would cause trouble for all.
14

 Apparently Kimeno was 

unwilling to give up her daughter and was trying to pressure Chase into 

marrying her, which he was reluctant to do.
15

 

In early December 1908, Kimeno returned to Hiroshima, Japan with 

her daughter. Her homecoming was greeted with little enthusiasm. 

Judging from Kavanaughôs accounts, Kimeno was thrown out by her 

family and no one would marry her due to all the talk of the light-haired 

Ethel.
16

 Making matters worse, Kimeno was soon hospitalized and it was 

feared that she would lose one of her legs. Fortunately, she recovered.
17

 

In January 1910, Kimeno and Ethel returned to Korea and took up 

residence with Chase at the gold mine. In a letter to Kavanaugh, Chase 

wrote: ñYes the girl and baby are with me now and I am happy it is so. 

The baby is big and handsome and very smart. Thinks the world of me. 

Kimie is also happy and contented.ò
18

 Their happiness was short-lived. 

On January 30, 1910, following ña sudden attack of apoplexy,ò Chase 

died. He was buried three days later.
19

 What became of Kimeno and Ethel 

is unknown. 

Not all such relationships were sordid and filled with sorrow. The 

marriage between the German Minister to China, Maximilian von Brandt, 

and Helene Heard, the daughter of Augustine Heard, the American 

Minister to Korea, was the subject of gossip not only in Seoul but in 

China and Germany as well. 

Brandt first met and fell in love with Heard while she and her family 

were visiting him in China in 1891. Helena was only 23 years old at the 

time and Brandt was about 56. The discrepancy in their ages did not 

matter to them, but Helenaôs mother was dismayed and thought it 

                                            
13

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, May 23, 1908, Chase Archives. 
14

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, July 27, 1908, Chase Archives. 
15

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, Sept. 6, 1908, Chase Archives. 
16

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, July 5, 1909, Chase Archives. 
17

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, Jan. 14, 1909, Chase Archives. 
18

 John Kavanaugh to Charles F. Chase, Jan. 7, 1910, Chase Archives. 
19

 Seoul Press, Feb. 3, 1910, 2. 



Scandals and Gossip in Joseon Korea 

66 
 

 

ñdreadful.ò She eventually gave in and gave her blessing for the 

wedding.
20

 

German senior diplomats were required to obtain permission from 

the German emperor before they were allowed to marry. Augustine and 

Brandt agreed to keep the engagement a secret within the family until the 

emperor granted approval. In this way they hoped to prevent scandalous 

rumors and give Helena an opportunity to reconsider the marriage. 

Augustine failed. Helena never reconsidered and nothing could stop the 

rumors. ñIt has become town talk and I hardly dare put my nose out of the 

door,ò Helene bitterly complained in a letter to her sister. Despite the 

gossip, most of the community seemed to look favorably upon the 

wedding.
21

 

The German emperor did not. Brandtôs request for permission to 

marry was denied, leaving him shocked and angry. He had faithfully 

served his government for 33 years, but he was determined to marry 

Helena regardless of what it might cost him. He therefore promptly 

resigned.
22

 The couple was married in Seoul in April 1893. The wedding 

ceremony took place at both the German and American legations and was 

a social success. It was also a romantic example of what a man is willing 

to give up in the name of love. 

 

ALCOHOL  

Despite the large number of missionaries in Korea, alcohol was often 

served at many social gatherings. The elderly Elizabeth Greathouse was 

known for her passion of bourbon and her son, Clarence R. Greathouse, 

the American legal advisor to the Korean government, often performed 

his duties drunk. According to Sands, ñHe was a first-rate lawyer, rarely 

sober, but a remarkable man. The drunker he got the more lucid he 

became. Nothing he drank ever muddled his brain, though it might 

paralyse his body.ò
23

 

While Greathouse was capable of functioning well when drunk, 

others were not. William H. Parker, the American representative to Korea 
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in 1886, was a notorious alcoholic who was quickly removed from his 

post both for his incompetence and the embarrassment that he caused the 

United States government. In fact, many of the American legationôs 

employees were alcoholicsðincluding the constables. One early resident 

of the American legationôs jail was able to walk out of his cell and escape, 

possibly due to the drunken state of his guard.
24

 

Those typically employed as legation guardsðsailors and marines 

summoned during political unrestðwere also guilty of drunken 

indiscretions. During the winter of 1894-95, the American warship USS 

Baltimore provided the guard for the American legation and quickly found 

itself in hot water, both in Korea and in Washington DC. One sailor 

deserted his post, sold his rifle to a Japanese merchant for ten dollars and 

went on a twelve-day-drinking-spree before returning to the legation. For 

his ñirresistible urge for drinkò he was sentenced to five years 

imprisonment.
25

 

At about the same time a letter was received in Washington DC in 

which an unnamed missionary wrote, ñWe have to blush for our American 

soldiers and some of the officers from the Baltimore. They get beastly 

drunk and carouse about the streets in a most disgraceful manner, 

frightening and surprising the [Japanese] and Koreans.ò
26

 

The American Minister to Korea, John Sill, investigated the matter 

and discovered that it was Rose Moore, the wife of Rev. Samuel Moore, 

who had written the letter. Rev. Moore, who has been described as being 

ñsometimes more zealous than wiseò, defended his wifeôs claims but, 

unable to provide evidence, was forced to recant the charges.
27

 Sill in his 

personal correspondence denounced Moore as a ñholy liar.ò
28

 

 

GAMBLING  

Gambling was also a problem among the non-missionary males. The 

Cercle Diplomatique et Consulaire Club, the successor of the German 

Club and predecessor of the Seoul Club, was the ideal location for men to 

gather, smoke, drink and play poker. According to Sands, ñAt five oôclock 
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the juniors and most of the bachelor elders gathered at the club, for 

billiards, cocktails and our one card game, poker. Our poker games were 

continuous. In fact it was innocuous as long as it remained among 

ourselves. We signed small notes for the amounts lost and once a month 

sent them through the clearing house. If one of us had notes that seemed 

too large, we held back and waited till his winnings helped to balance, and 

cashed the little ones.ò
29

 

Even though they were friendly games, sometimes friends as well as 

money were lost. Raymond Krumm, a young hothead from Ohio working 

as an engineer for the Korean government, accused Chemulpo-based 

American businessman David Deshlerðalso from Ohioðof concealing 

an ace up his sleeve during one of their poker games. Their friendship 

ended in death threats and the intervention of the American legation.
30

 

Losses sometimes quickly added up until they were nearly 

impossible to pay off, as was the case with Sands. In his book 

Undiplomatic Memories, Sands glossed over his own heavy losses by 

merely declaring them as ñsmall notes,ò but in truth he had racked up 

thousands of dollars of gambling debts. In December 1902, Allen 

calculated that Sands was over 30,000 yen (about 15,000 dollars) in debt, 

including the thousands he owed in poker chits. He was so far in the hole 

that people stopped playing cards with him, believing he would never be 

able to back his losses. At the time he was working for the Korean 

government as an advisor with a monthly salary of 300 yen, but he also 

had a Japanese mistress, ñMiss Butterfly,ò who demanded 700 yen a 

month in support.
31

 The stress of his debts became so severe for Sands 

that some fellow Westerners feared he might commit suicide and even 

ñkill off several others first just for company.ò
32

 

 

MISSIONARIES  

Missionaries also had their problems in Korea. During the Baby Riots of 

1888, Horace N. Allen, then serving as the Secretary to the Korean 

Legation in the United States, claimed that ñthe Koreans firmly believe 

that the young boys at Underwoodôs house are for purposes unnatural.ò
33
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It is interesting to note that one of the boys at the institute had been 

dismissed after being caught in an act of sodomy with one of the servants, 

which may have given rise to the rumors. Allen suggested that all 

missionaries assigned to Korea should be married so as to alleviate any 

speculation as to their morals.  

Dr. Charles W. Power arrived in Korea in November 1888 and was 

warmly welcomed by the small foreign community despite the rumors that 

he partook of alcohol and gambled while on the steamship from the 

United States. But he was good-natured and a hard worker and these idle 

rumors were quickly dismissedðuntil six months later when it was 

alleged that he had ñbroken the Sabbath and had had ócriminal intercourse 

with women.ôò
34

 Power eventually admitted that he had shared two quarts 

of beer while on a fishing trip with Korean friends but denied breaking the 

Sabbath and offered no explanation to the serious charge of ñcriminal 

intercourse with women.ò He was promptly recalled from Korea. 

Perhaps one of the most infamous was Charles H. Irvin, a missionary 

doctor who arrived in Korea in 1893 and was later assigned to Pusan, 

where he established one of the best medical facilities in Korea. Irvinôs 

excellent work in Korea cannot be disputed nor can it be marred with his 

faults. Among these faults were his snake-oil peddling, his greed and his 

infidelity to his wife. When their son was of school age, she accompanied 

him to the United States and then returned to Korea where ñshe found 

herself literally locked out of the house. Irvin married his Korean 

sweetheart and resigned from the mission. He stayed on in Korea for 

many years in private practice, becoming a wealthy man.ò
35

 

 

CLOSING 

For the most part, the aforementioned individuals were all successful and 

important personalities, pillars of the Western community in Korea, whose 

names and accomplishments can be found in the numerous publications of 

the period. It was not the intention of this article to disparage these people 

per se but merely to show that every man has a pastðone that he doesnôt 

always show to his friends. 

 

Robert Neff is a freelance writer and historical researcher specializing in Korean 

history during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

  

                                            
34

 Huntley, 150-151. 
35

 Ibid., 391. 
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The Imch'ϔnggak, Neo-Confucian Aesthetics, 

and Architecture Parlante 
 

Understanding Traditional Korean Architectural Design Philosophy 

through Analogous Eighteenth-Century Architectural Theory 
 

 

Pablo N. Barrera 
 

 

I.  Introduction  

The term ñarchitecture parlanteò (ñnarrativeò architecture) was 

coined to describe the architectural philosophy of French Neo-Classical 

architect, Claude-Nicholas Ledoux (1736 - 1806), an architect who gained 

fame under the regime of Louis XV.
1
 Ledouxôs first significant, public 

commission was for the Royal Salt-works at Arc-et-Sénans near Besançon, 

France, in the early 1770ôs. For this commission, Ledoux came to envision 

a ñperfectò circular city, which he named Chaux (Fig. 1).
2
 Ledoux 

introduced the concept of architecture parlante through the conceptual 

premise of his architectural designs for the proposed city of Chaux. Under 

this concept, architecture was to be designed so as to express, or ñspeak,ò 

                                            
1
 In his article, ñThree Revolutionary Architects, Boull®e, Ledoux and Lequeu,ò 

Emil Kaufmann includes the following citation as proof of the earliest attribution 

of the term ñarchitecture parlanteò to Ledoux: ó Etudes dôarchitecture en France, 

Magasin Pittoresque, 388, 1852, ñ Ledoux was a proponent of what we have 

called ñnarrativeò architecture*  (Ledoux etait partisan de ce quôon a appel® 

depuis lôarchitecture parlante).ò For further reference, please consult: Emil 

Kaufmann, ñThree Revolutionary Architects, Boull®e, Ledoux and Lequeu,ò 

Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series, 42: 3 (1952), 

441. 

*All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.   
2
 Claude Nicolas Ledoux, L'architecture Considérée Sous Le Rapport De L'art, 

Des Moeurs Et De La Législation, 2nd ed. (Nördlingen [Germany]: Alfons Uhl, 
1984). 
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to the intended function of the structure. Some of Ledouxôs notable plans 

include buildings such as the River Inspectorôs Residence that straddles 

the River Loue and the Oikema: a four-storied building ñdevoted to sex 

education as a preparation for marriage,ò shaped like a phallus (Fig 2, 3).
3
 

Ledoux not only designed the salt-works factory to express an ñidealò city 

(in this case, perfection being represented by a geometrically precise 

circle), but he also paid close attention to the design of other buildings, 

such as residences and theaters, that would contribute to and enrich urban 

life.
4
 

The concept of architecture parlante is seen as inherited and 

further elaborated in the works of later Neo-Classical architects, such as 

Etienne-Louis Boullée  (1728 - 1799).
5
 The spherical, globe-shaped 

design for the Newton Memorial (Cénotaphe de Newton) has received 

considerable attention among Boull®eôs Enlightenment-inspired designs 

(Fig. 4).
6

 As homage to the physicistôs discovery of gravity, the 

cenotaphôs ñarmillary sphereò is based on Copernicusô heliocentric system, 

and is an expression of speaking architecture.
7
 Through their essays and 

designs, Boullée and Ledoux envisioned architecture as speaking to its 

crucial function as a socio-cultural space, but also to the vision and ideas 

unique to the architect himself.
8
 Although these ideas flourished, the 

resulting architectural plans never became realized as tangible monuments, 

                                            
3
 Helen Rosenau, ñClaude Nicholas Ledoux,ò The Burlington Magazine for 

Conoisseurs, 88:520 (1946), 164. 
4
 Mona Ozouf, ñArchitecture et urbanisme: L'image de a ville chez Claude-

Nicolas Ledoux, ñ Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 21e Ann®e, 6 (1966), 

1274. 
5
 Emil Kaufmann, ñ£tienne-Louis Boull®e,ò The Art Bulletin, 21: 3 (1939), 213. 

6
 Etienne Louis Boullée, Architecture, Essai Sur L'art (Paris: Hermann). 

7
 Paula Young-Lee, ñStanding on the Shoulders of Giants: Boull®e's "Atlas" 

Facade for the Biblioth¯que du Roi,ñ Journal of the Society of Architectural 

Historians, 57:4 (1998), 421. 
8
  In Boull®eôs introduction to Architecture: Essai sur LôArt, he elevates 

architecture as the form of art that provides the most immediate benefits in terms 

of its function to protect man and the existence of society, but also as a space 

where all other cultural arts can be conceived of and develop (En effet, 

lôarchitecture est de tous les arts celui qui procure ¨ lôhomme les avantages les 

plus imm®diats...lôhomme lui doit sa conservation; la soci®t® son existence; tous 

les arts leur naissance et leurs développements...). For further reference, please 

consult: Etienne Louis Boullée, Architecture, Essai Sur L'art (Paris: Hermann, 

1968), 4. 
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and only the published texts and illustrations of Boullée and Ledoux 

remain.
9
  

Architecture parlante is not a unique approach to architectural 

design. Whether through independent discovery or cross-cultural 

borrowing, the vision that Ledoux and Boullée developed had already 

been conceptualized and realized two centuries earlier in Neo-Confucian, 

Chosבn Dynasty (1392-1910) Korea. While aesthetically unexpected for 

these Neo-Classical Frenchmen, during the Chosבn period, Ledoux and 

Boullée would have found an example of architecture theoretically 

resonant with their philosophy within the design of the upper-class 

residence of the Kosבng Yi ( ,  ) clan called the 

Imch'בnggak ( , ▐ ʻ). The Imch'בnggak was built in the 

sixteenth century and has buildings that are formed in the shape of 

Chinese characters. According to Ledoux, typical contemporaneous 

architects suffered from a so-called aversion to ñideas, dimension and 

points of viewò in their designs. Ledoux would have lauded the proposed 

and executed design by the Chosבn Dynasty architect of the Imchבnggak 

as unhindered with such concerns, resulting in his injecting into the Neo-

Confucian world a new conception of architectural design.
10

  

 

This paper will examine the concept of ñarchitecture parlanteò 

in relation to how it conveys the perceived value and purpose of the 

Chinese writing system on part of the residents of the Imchôבnggak. 

Specifically, the focus will be on how particular Neo-Confucian 

                                            
9
 Emil Kaufmann, ñClaude-Nicholas Ledoux, Inaugurator of a New Architectural 

System,ò The Journal of the American Society of Architectural Historians, 3:3 

(1943), 14-15. 
10

 In his introduction to L'architecture Considérée Sous Le Rapport De L'art, Des 

Moeurs Et De La Législation, Ledoux bemoans the typical disposition of the 

architect, ñThe architect is almost always embarrassed about the idea, the 

dimension, the point of view; the same framework is rarely at his disposal 

(LôArchitecte est presque toujours g°n® sur la pens®e, la dimension, le point de 

vue; le cadre même est rarement à sa disposition.), and who, if he is able to 

overcome such obstacles, could ñsubject the world to the desires of novelty that 

provoke the sublime dangers of imagination (...il peut assujettir le monde entier 

aux desirs de la nouveauté qui provoque les hazard sublimes de l'imagination). 

For further reference, please consult: Claude Nicolas Ledoux, L'architecture 

Considérée Sous Le Rapport De L'art, Des Moeurs Et De La Législation. 2nd ed. 

(Nördlingen [Germany]: Alfons Uhl, 1984) 28-29.  
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ideologies and socio-cultural notions of status are communicated through 

the choice to use Chinese characters, as well as the attribution of specific 

Chinese characters to distinct quarters within this residence.  

 

II.  The Imch'בnggak: An Overview of its Architectural and 

Historical Context  
The Imchôבnggak is located in present-day Andong, South Korea (Fig. 

5). This residence still stands in its original location and was built in 1519 

by Yi Myבng (,╪ᶘ) of the Kosבng Yi clan, who was Minister of 

Justice at the time under King Chungjong (  (r. 1506 ï 1544) (ꜙאַ,

(Fig. 6). 
11

 

The residence can be architecturally categorized as a hanok (

, ₢), which refers to a style of vernacular architecture built prior and 

during the Chosבn Dynasty (Fig. 7). Hanok are structurally composed of a 

stone base with a heavy timber frame based on the Chinese design of 

parallel-weight distribution. Hanok typically have mud walls, papered 

wooden doors, and either thatched or ceramic tiled roofs.
12

 While the 

timber-frame construction method was imported from China, hanok are 

defined by technological and aesthetic innovation that developed in Korea. 

Most rooms are equipped with a floor heating system known as ondol (

,₣ҹ), which incorporates flues for the purpose of providing warmth in 

the winter and efficient ventilation for wood in the humid summer months. 

There are also rooms without ondol called taechôong ( , ), which 

are designed to facilitate air flow underneath the wooden floor so as to 

keep cool in the summer. This relationship to heat and airflow determines 

spatial organization. 

With regards to its spatial arrangement, hanok are built based upon a 

modular system of units called bays. These units are combined to make up 

quarters, such as the anch'ae ( ), which are the inner/family quarters, 

the sarangchôae ( ,˾ )
13

 known as the ñmale quartersò where 

                                            
11

 Hang-Jeung Yi, Imchϔnggak. (Andong, 2010), 4.  
12

 This initial definition of hanok and the subsequent discussion of its various 
architectural and structural elements is knowledge that the author compiled in 
collaboration with Peter Bartholomew and Sol Jung from the summer of 2008 to 
the summer of 2010, through on-site field surveys and interviews in South Korea.  
13

 Note that the term  ( ) actually refers to the management of 

activities. Since men were most commonly in charge of households, the projected 

term ñmale quartersò has remained popular in defining the space. However, one 



The Imch'ϔnggak 

75 
 

 

guests would be received, and the haengnangchôae ( ,˾ ) that 

served as the servantsô quarters. Upper class residences would usually 

have the ancestral shrine stand as a separate building on the residential 

grounds, but other quarters such as warehouses, granaries and libraries 

could also be built on site depending on the preference of the residents. In 

the case of the Imchôבnggak, the anchôae, sarangchôae and the 

haengnangchôae constitute the domestic complex of the residence. At the 

Imchôבnggak, in addition to an ancestral shrine there is also a separate 

pavilion called the Kunjajבng (, ) that served as a 

bureaucratic office.  

Aside from the architectural elements of this residence, it is important 

to understand its historic context. Founded after the fall of the Koryב 

Dynasty (918-1392), the Chosבn Dynasty was marked by an ideological 

shift from Buddhism to Neo-Confucianism, as defined by Southern Song 

philosophers such as Zhu Xi (960-1279). Subsequently a meritocracy was 

established, and Korea adopted the civil examination system from China. 

This allowed local officials and landowners to gain more political and 

social influence and climb up to the level of the select aristocratic families 

that held power in the Koryב Dynasty.
14

 Under the new Neo-Confucian 

system, academic knowledge became a powerful tool. Men distinguished 

by their academic achievements and scholarly education grounded in 

Classical Chinese literature rose up the ranks of the bureaucracy. Thus, the 

Chosבn Dynasty heralded the development of what became known as 

ñliteratiò culture on the Korean Peninsula, and, to this day, famous Neo-

Confucian scholars Tôoegye Yi Hwang ( ,  ) and Yulgok 

Yi I (  ,  ) are recognized as distinguished individuals in 

Chosבn Dynasty history. Both literati philosophers are printed on Korean 

banknotes along with King Sejong ( , ) (r. 1418-1450), who 

invented the Korean writing system known as Hangϖl ( ). Yi Myבng, 

a high official in the Chosבn Dynasty government would have been a 

                                                                                                   

must not discount the possibility of women using the space for management of 

affairs as well. For more information on the role of women and property 

management, please consult: Martina Deuchler, The Confucian Transformation of 

Korea: A Study of Society and Ideology, Cambridge: Council on East Asian 

Studies, Harvard University, 1992. 
14

 Yi Tae Jin, "Historical Functions of Korean Neo-Confucianism: A Proposal for 
its Revaluation." Upper-Class Culture in Yi-Dynasty Korea, by Kukche Munhwa 
Chaedan, Chungbo p'an., Korean culture series 2 (Seoul, Korea: International 
Cultural Foundation, 1980), 97. 
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literati himself, and, therefore, it is quite feasible that a Sinitic cultural 

tendency influenced the architectural choices he made in building the 

Imchôבnggak.  

 

III.  Architectural Parlance in the Domestic and Civic Realm 

 While most hanok seem to mimic the shape of certain letters in 

the hangϖl writing system, this is not an intentional decision. This 

misconception stems from the fact that the modular bay system results in 

combinations of bays that form right angles and straight lines similar to 

letters such as    . Hanok are built and arranged according to 

principles of geomancy known as pôungsu ( , )
15

 and other such 

factors making sure that the inner quarters cannot be seen by outsiders and 

respecting the privacy of neighboring residences.
16

 If the floor plan of a 

hanok happens to look similar to the characters above, this is a 

coincidence. It is also important to keep in mind that the earliest hanok 

were built from the late 1300ôs, before King Sejong created the hangϖl 

writing system in 1423/6.  

 Setting the hangϖl architectural formation myth aside, the 

Imchôבnggak residence offers a very compelling evidence for the 

incorporation of Chinese characters into architecture. Upon a cursory look 

at the floor plan of the residence (Fig. 8), it is clear that none of the hanok 

on site is shaped in the hangϖl characters listed earlier. As a matter of fact, 

the domestic complex to the West, which is comprised of the anchôae, 

sarangchôae and haengnangchôae, is intentionally shaped in the form of 

the Chinese character  ( , yong) which indicates utility.
17

 The 

character can be recognized when read on a west to east vertical 

orientation.
18

 While the choice of this character with regards to its 

                                            
15

 David J Nemeth, The Architecture of Ideology: Neo-Confucian Imprinting on 
Cheju Island, Korea, University of California publications in geography v. 26 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 99. 
16

 Sangbong Ryu (Head of household, Yangjindang Ibamgotaek of Hahoe Village 
in Andong), in discussion with the author, August 22, 2010. 
(http://www.orientalarchitecture.com/koreasouth/hahoe/yangjindang.php) 
17

 Yi, Hang-Jeung, 5.  
18

 Jang Baec-Kie and Cho Sung-Ki in "A Study on the Meaning of Letter-Shaped 

House Plan and Housing Principles of the Imchonggak in Andong (Andong 

Imch'בnggak דi munja hyבngt'ae e natanan דimi wa taekpבp e kwanhan 

yבngu)." Kϔnch'uk yϔksa yϔngu, Vol. 10 3:27 (2001), 25-43, question the theory 

that the Imch'בnggak's domestic quarters is a direct reference to the Chinese 

character, , since the current layout does not exactly appear like the character, 
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meaning might seem a suitable in itself for this domestic complex that 

implies the collaboration and cooperation between the dichotomy of ómen 

and women,ô ómaster and servant,ô there is a second, underlying meaning. 

According to the updated clan records
19

, the character  itself was 

conceived of as a visual overlay of the Chinese characters for sun and 

moon, namely  and  respectively (Fig. 9).
20

   

The formation of the domestic complex seems to have two 

layers of meaning ï firstly that of the character  itself, that embodies 

                                                                                                   

due to two connective bays between the haengnangch'ae and the anch'ae that are 

missing. They do consider, however, the possibility that the layout is meant to 

look like a calligraphic variation of . However, it is important to consider that 

originally the Imch'בnggak domestic quarters had 50 bays, and that this was 

reduced to 48 bays in subsequent years during the process of repair and 

reconstruction. One can postulate that the original 50 bay design would have 

made the living quarters look like the complete written form of . (For further 

reference please consult: Soon-yong Jang, "Ancient Architecture in Korea: 

Andong, Imchongkak (Hankuk kokבnch'uk: Andong Imch'בnggak chבngjבn mit 

Kunjajבng)," Wϔlgan kϔnch'uk munhwa, 41 (1984), 75.) Lastly, the configuration 

of Imch'בnggak from a spatial standpoint has been discussed as the result of a 

functional composition of modular forms arranged so as to accommodate a large 

upper class family. Perhaps the modification from 50 to 48 bays might be 

explained by economic and structural reasons, rather than philosophical or 

philological concerns (For further reference, please consult: Jee-Hyun Oh and 

Jin-Kyoon Kim, "A Study on the Spatial Composition of Andong Imch'onggak 

(Andong Imch'בnggak דi konggan kusבng ® kwanhan yבngu)," Taehan kϔnch'uk 

haksa Haksul palp'yo nonmun munjip, 2:2 (2000), 601-604.) 
19

 Hang-Jeung Yi, Imchôϔnggak. (Andong, 2010), 4. 
20

 The overlay of Chinese characters as presented in Figure 9, was first noted by 

Murayama Chijin ( ) in ChǾsen no FȊsui, (KeijyǾ: ChǾsensǾtokufu; 

TokyǾ: KokushokankǾkai), 1972. Murayama discussed this layout as a direct 

representation of a Korean p'ungsu theory, although Jang Baec-Kie and Cho 

Sung-Ki have refuted this as being unfounded in any written documentation of 

Korean p'ungsu practices or ideology. As mentioned in Footnote 17, Jang and 

Cho also have issue with the appearance of the layout not having the exact 

appearance of . In this paper, I am adopting Murayama's proposed layout 

configuration solely as a visual example, and not to support his views on Korean 

p'ungsu. 
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the ideology of productivity, and secondly, that of the combination of sun 

and moon that symbolizes the wholesome and symbiotic relationship 

between the two energies as represented by the men and women of the 

household.
21

 The sun and moon can be interpreted as Daoist concepts of 

the female  (yin) and male  (yang) energies respectively (Fig.10). 

Figure 10 most succinctly summarizes this philosophy, where the yin is 

correlated with black, and the yang with the white. It can be seen that both 

energies are in constant flux and balanced out by the quality of its 

opposite (Fig. 10).  

In the context of Zhu Xiôs Neo-Confucianism, Daoist and 

Buddhist theories were borrowed to provide a metaphysical grounding for 

the earlier Confucian teachings. By incorporating elements of competing 

philosophies, Zhu Xi was able to formulate new concepts of  (qi), the 

vital force that constitutes all matter in the physical world, and  (li), 

the principle that regulates these forces in an orderly manner.
22

 This 

theoretical framework established by Zhu Xi is adopted into the creation 

of the domestic complex at Imchôבnggak. While the architectural complex 

implicitly connotes the co-existence of men and women through the 

structurally combined spaces of the female anchôae quarter, and the male 

sarangchôae quarter, and the gender- neutral haengnangchôae, the visual 

                                            
21

 In their article, Jang Baec-Kie and Cho Sung-Ki, do not consider how 

gendered space within the domestic quarters might influence and be expressed by 

the layout. Starting with Murayama's theory, and including those of other Korean 

scholars as well as Jang and Cho's, the general consensus seems to be that what is 

being conveyed through the architecture is Neo Confucian, patriarchal and thus 

exclusive to men. While it is true that the Chosבn Dynasty had a patriarchal 

society, one cannot discount the role of women in the socio-cultural context of the 

time, and it is unlikely that the yangban ignored this aspect (For further reading 

on women in the Chosבn Dynasty, please consult: Martina Deuchler, The 

Confucian Transformation of Korea: A Study of Society and Ideology, Cambridge: 

Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1992.) Therefore, taking into 

consideration the feminine and masculine spaces of the anch'ae and sarangch'ae 

that comprise the domestic quarters, the visual overlay as seen in Figure 9 can be 

seen as representative of Daoist ideology of yin and yang, rather than a dubious 

reference to a tenet of Korean p'ungsu. 
22

 Xi Zhu, Reflections on Things at Hand: The Neo-Confucian Anthology, 
Records of civilization, sources and studies no. 75 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1967). 
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synthesis of the two characters for sun and moon further emphasizes this 

notion and grounds these social concepts in nature. Chinese characters are 

used not only to embody the concept these relationships, but also act as 

their visual manifestation. Given the architectural practice of the time, 

where the builders were carpenters and not architectural designers in their 

own right, the layout of the domestic complex would have been directed 

by Yi Myבng himself, perhaps with the input of other family members, 

friends, and acquaintances.  

 The bureaucratic pavilion, Kunjajבng, built in the seventeenth 

century, is also shaped after a Chinese character. When presented on a 

north to south vertical axis, it reads like one of the hangϖl vowel symbols, 
23

. However, when read from a west to east vertical axis, the Chinese 

character  ( ,chבng) presents itself.
24

 This particular character 

symbolizes the fourth of the ten celestial stems, which correlates to the 

element of fire and the southern direction. The choice of this Chinese 

character seems to indicate how the men of the Kosong Yi Clan were a 

part of the larger system of Neo-Confucian literati, and of the cycle of the 

celestial and earthly universe itself. The fourth stem , in particular, is 

also affiliated with the Yin female energy, which balances out the 

predominantly male Yang energies of fire and the South. Even in this 

exclusively male pavilion that was reserved for official meetings and 

leisurely literati gatherings, the same philosophy employed in the 

construction of the domestic complex is expressed using a different 

Chinese character.  

 

IV.  Literati Legitimization through Chinese Poetry 

The examples of the domestic complex and the bureaucratic 

pavilion speak directly to the Beaux Arts notion of talking architecture as 

theorized by Ledoux and Boullée. However, the name of the residence 

itself is another example that illustrates the strong relationship between 

the Korean literati and Chinese script.  

Imchôבnggak (, ▐ ʻ) was a name given by Koreaôs 

first renowned Neo-Confucian philosopher, Tôoegye Yi Hwang,
25

 and was 

derived from the following excerpt in Tang Dynasty poet, Tao Yuanmingôs 

( ) poem, ñReturning Home.ò  

                                            
23

 In combination with a consonant this vowel indicates an ñahò sound.  
24

 Yi, Hang-Jeung, 5. 
25

 It is important to note that Yi Hwang was not a member the Goseong Yi Clan.  
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I climb along the eastern hill and give a long whistle on the top, compose 

a poem by a clear stream.
26

 

It can be seen that ñIm-chôבngò  ( , Im), meaning to 

face/overlook/arrive and  ( , chôבng), meaning clear (stream), were 

taken from the poem and combined with ñgakò  ( ), pavilion, to 

name the Kosבng Yi Clan residence. This choice could have been a way to 

link the name back to Tôoegye Yi Hwang, since Tôoegye means 

ñRetreating Creek.ò It could also allude to the fact that the residence 

originally overlooked a river to its south, before a railroad was built 

through the compound during the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945) 

(Fig. 11).  

The particular nuances behind the selection of the two particular Chinese 

characters are compelling, but the decision to name the residence based 

upon a Chinese poem is a more fundamental issue that addresses the 

literati concerns of the time.  

For a scholar such as Yi Hwang, Tao Yuanmingôs poem would 

have been the most suitable literary source from which to derive 

inspiration for the name of this residence, because Chinese poetry from 

the Han to Tang dynasties was considered one of the highest literary forms 

after historic records.
27

 As the godfather of the residence, Yi Hwang 

himself wrote the calligraphy for the wooden name plaque that now hangs 

inside the bureaucratic pavilion (Fig. 12). The active participation of a 

famous Neo-Confucian scholar in naming the residence would have called 

for literati standards of cultural practice that based itself upon the Chinese 

script and literature. As literary historian Peter H. Lee notes ñéthe 

entrenched literati [used] the official [Neo-Confucian] ideology as óan 

instrument of class domination, legitimization, and social 

mystification.ôò
28

 By actively incorporating literati practice into the 

                                            
26

 The excerpt and the corresponding Korean and English translations were 
transcribed from an informational plaque that was outside the residential 
compound of the Imchבnggak.  
27

 A History of Korean Literature (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

2003), 118. 
28

 Ibid., 9. 
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creation and conceptualization of the residence, Yi Myבng made sure that 

the Imchôבnggak would embody the bureaucratic, academic, cultural and 

social status of the Kosבng Yi Family.  

 

V.  Summary and Conclusion 

The Imchôבnggak residence is truly unique in its method of 

architectural expression. The use of Chinese characters as a visual 

inspiration for a floor plan is unconventional and not common according 

to Korean, Chinese or Japanese architectural standards. While this practice 

is notable in itself as an architectural innovation, the consequence of how 

these Chinese characters are used as structural inspiration and then 

physically ñwrittenò on earth in the form of architecture is an issue that 

deserves further discussion. The emphasis on the visual representation and 

manipulation of Chinese characters through the medium of architecture 

and physical space seems to take the Chinese script beyond the level of 

writing as notation of a spoken language, into the realm of writing as 

symbolic, or even ideographic.  

It is physically impossible for a human, whether they were literate 

in Classical Chinese or not, to be able to ñreadò these characters, since 

they are visually represented at a scale that cannot be perceived by the 

naked eye when standing on the ground of the actual residence. Perhaps a 

trek to a nearby hill or mountain would have provided a view similar to 

the one illustrated in Figure 8. Nevertheless, knowledge seems to be the 

most significant aspect of this architectural practice. In this case, 

ñknowledgeò would be defined as education and awareness of Neo-

Confucian philosophy and literati culture, and ñinsideò knowledge of the 

fact that there was an intentional choice behind the architectural 

manifestation of Chinese characters. This ñknowledgeò places the literati 

in a privileged position and legitimizes the power and elitism associated 

with and endorsed by Chinese Neo-Confucian philosophy.
29

 The shape of 

the domestic complex and the bureaucratic pavilion frames the movement 

of the residents within the architectural space, actively reinforcing the 

underlying principles embodied by these Chinese characters. The name of 

the residence serves as a more apparent and accessible reminder of high 

rank to those who enter the main gates of the compound. As a whole, the 

Chinese characters employed in the Imchôבnggak communicate their 

ascribed semantic meanings, but also serve as status markers that 

communicate ideas of the physically tangible architectural realm the 

                                            
29

 Nemeth, The Architecture of Ideology, 106. 
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Kosבng Yi Clan inhabited, thus, ñspeakingò to the familyôs overarching 

bureaucratic prominence in the Neo-Confucian social hierarchy.  
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(1943), 14-15)  

 

Fig. 3: Oikema. (Emil Kaufmann, ñClaude-Nicholas Ledoux, Inaugurator 

of a New Architectural System,ò The Journal of the American Society of 

Architectural Historians, 3:3 (1943), 14-15)  

 

Fig. 4: C®notaphe de Newton (Young-Lee, Paula. ñStanding on the 

Shoulders of Giants: Boull®e's "Atlas" Facade for the Biblioth¯que du 

Roi.ñ Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 57:4 (1998), 421)  

 

Fig. 5: Map of Andong in Relation to the Korean Peninsula (Image Source: 

http://i45.tinypic.com/jaxir7.jpg)  

 

Fig. 6: An aerial photograph of the Imch'בnggak. (Image source: 

http://www.acehall.co.kr/webgear/board_pds/1116/8888888.jpg)  

 

Fig. 7: Frontal view of an example of hanok. (Image Source: the author)  

 

Fig. 8: A floorplan of the Imchôבnggak. (Image source: 

http://fahl.hanyang.ac.kr/bbs/board.php)  

 

Fig. 9: Both characters for sun and moon are reduplicated within the 

character . (Image Source: the author)  

 

Fig. 10: A diagram showing the relationship between Yin and Yang. 

(Image source: http://www.goldenelixir.com/taoism/ill_yin_yang.html)  
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Fig. 11: A painting of the Imch'בnggak from 1524. (Image courtesy of Mr. 

Yi Hanjeung, current resident co-owner of the Imchôבnggak)  

 

Fig. 12: The wooden plaque that was created based upon Yi Hwangôs 

calligraphy. 

(Image Source: the author)  
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Figure 6: An aerial photograph of the Imchôבnggak.  
(Image source: http://www.acehall.co.kr/webgear/board_pds/1116/8888888.jpg) 
 
 

 

Figure 7: Frontal view of an example of hanok.  
(Image Source: the author) 
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