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Abstract: FrenchCanadian graphic novelist Guy Delisle has made a name for
himself with his series of illustrated narratives about life in highly politically
charged nations. The bestnown, Pyongyang: A Journey in North Korea, is known
for its witty yet sharply critical take on a nation known for its secrecy and
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graphic narratives, is further bolstered by the use of anecdote and occupational
narrative; this essay examinekv such forms of verbal art are not only highly
DPOAOGAT O ET $AITEOIAGO ATTER AOO Al Ol
outsider perspectives of North Korea and North Korea's representation of itself tc
the world.

In looking at stories of societies with repressive regimes, personal

experience narratives are a form of storytelling with great popular appeal. From

have the power to tell a story and sell many books. In the 2000s, a decade
dominated by the fears of terrorism, the rise in the stories from the countries
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Enemy Nationsvas published in 2006ET 1T OAA O (Odhzzlide@rosh-fe@idnO A
of humanity, different from, yet ultimately recognizable to ourselves.¢' This may be

perceived as evidence of a more than casual interest in the stories of everyday
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individuals who, whether native to the area or an outsider, are working to survive
repression and its rippling effects.

Many of the popular narratives, however, are often those of people who have
taken the risk of fleeing in order to seek a better life; in many countries, however,
the majority of the people do not receive the opportunity to tell their story, leaving

outsiders responsible for providing accounts of a place to others. In looking at the

$AT T AOAGEA 0AT Bl Adnre 20hmodlAKndwA as NofEh Koifed® A A

everyday society, with its Orwellian sense of control and surveillance, is off-limits to
the majority of the world. An almost unprecedented sense of control over what
outsiders see, document and discuss while in the country makes determining the
true experience of an average North Korean citizen a nearly impossible task. Itis a
dangerous task for foreigners to try to get people to tell more about the nation than
what is told by government officials and/or guides, and puts both foreigner and
local at risk for imprisonment.

With these boundaries in mind, the question arises: how are the experiences
of living in North Korea expressed? When government officials exercise control over
what a person encounters, creating an unofficial and vernacular experience, let
alone sharing it with others, is not an easy task. More often than not, such
expressions take place after the fact, and in one case, have even spawned a graphic
novel about the capital city, Pyongyang. Guy Delisle, a Quebecois who is also known
for his work on life in China and Burma, has created Pyongyang: A Journey in North

Koreg which has been praised by critics as a frank, honest account of working as a
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foreigner in Pyongyang. Delisle, part of a group of Francophone artists known as

, 61 001 AE A O Elheir thadithoh df @eatingzfaphic novels that tell personal

experience narratives. This group also includes Iranian-born Marjane Satrapi, best
known for her works Persepolisand Embroideries and French artist David B., noted

for his family account, Epileptic
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personal narrative. As an outspoken foreigner in a nation known for its repressive

T AOOOAh $AT EOI AGO OOT OU Averkive fo@nti@bf EOOOAO
counternarrative, as well as narrative representations of North Korean society. In

this essay, I will attempt to discuss some of the issues by utilizing a three-fold

approach. First, a discussion of both narrative representation and North Korean

cultural myths will provide scholarly context. Such scholarship will then be utilized

in examining the case study of Pyongyangas both a graphic novel and a personal

experience narrative. Finally, a discussion of the subversive capabilities of such a

narrative will examine the ability of an outsider to provide a subversive

counternarrative of a society.

Personal Narrative versus Cultural Myth: The North Korean Example
In looking at the study of hegemony within narrative, sociologists Patrick

Ewick and Susan Sibley point out that narrative consists of what it represents, but is

Al 01T OOOAA AO A T AOETA 10 | AAJoD. FdikEisOOOAUEN ¢

s N X £ A 2 oax

"AOU "KEOOROGOETI T OEAO A 1 AOOAOGEOA Oi Au £O61IAOC

expressiol T £ A@OOAI Al U OAOEI 60 Ai 1 AAOT O AT A




New Directions in Folklore

that narratives have the ability to make a large impact on society, whether via social
commentary or group analysis. This is largely evident in the narratives of everyday

people, but it can also be a part of something larger, such as a sacred or national

narrative. In either case, philosopher Louis- ET E6 O EAAA OEAO 1 AOOA(E O
overused makes experience into something comprehensible can apply (1978, 129).

Sandra3 OA E | 6 OiodoPthelpdrsonAl@arrative as folklore furthers the
EAAA T £ 1 AOOAGEOA AO Oi AdbAdcomhlbtéahdd T OAOUN Ol © £
GuccessfulBperformance, a personal narrative must make some statement about the
topic in terms of traditional attituA A 6977, 28). The notion of a traditional attitude,
however, does not automatically suggest that the narrative must be examined from
the lens of those who are being discussed; it simply means that tradition contributes
to how the narrative is presented. In terms of when a narrative is responsible for
either resistance or is of a subversive nature, traditionisACE OAOAA AAAAOOA [Pp! 1
deviation from expectation is attention-CAOOET C8 ¢ AT bAppenidds As@DAA OA
expose the inadequacy of our cognitive models of OA AT EOQUOG j 21T AET O1T 1T pllouwg
unusual sticks out, disrupts the flow of life, and is often noticeable.

In the case of a nation like North Korea, such deviation can be highly
dangerous. One of the last fully communist nations remaining in the current world,
the nation, ruled by the deceased Kim II-Sung (1948-1994) and Kim Jong-Il (1994-

2011),andnowbyjJong-) | 8 O OT I-Um, has fadintaindd itsGontrol for nearly

six decades. According to political scientists Daniel Byman and Jennifer Lind, this

hasA A AT A lrdstActivk §bciaDpolicies; manipulation of ideas and information;
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use of force; co-optation; manipulation of foreign governments; and institutional

coup-DOT T £ZET Cho AT 1 1 I AOAIOE .
military that has an unprecedented presence within the nation, the use of force is
POTTET AT O ET OEA AvitddeffcididolKornbsicarfirgAl A A h

weapons being a common scene (Fig. 1).
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FORGING AHEAD iNTO THE Z1*t CENTURY!

Figure 1. Delisle (2005, 17).

Acgording to t\he irqage, it Wivll talfe ideo,logy, labor, and weapons, whether personal
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The revolutionary nature of the nation is even further manifested in its

capital, Pyongyang, a city of Stalinist-Marxist architecture that is simultaneously

OEAxAA AO OEA EAAOO T &£ A OAOI 1 OOEIT AT A AP 1
Cl T OEAZEAAQEITTO6 j+EIi ¢mmxh ¢tqQ8 &EITAA xEO C
technically, still president) Kim I1-Sung and the recently departed Dear Leader Kim

Jong-1l, as well as spaces for positivist propaganda and revolutionary operas,

Pyongyang has even been described as more than just a theatrical setting; it is

simultaneously a character in the story (Ibid., 26-¢ x 8 4EA 1 AfOET 180 DI JEA
requiring foreigners to be accompanied by a guide and/or translator at all times

restricts mobility of tourists to see things for themselves, and thus places them into

a controlled environment in which the ability to speak freely about things is heavily

compromised.

4EA DPOAOGAT AA T &£ PAOOI T AI AoPAOEAT AA 1T APO4
is a counter to such an environment. In looking at storytelling in Northern Ireland,
folklorist Ray Cashman suggests that stories are ways to simultaneously pass on
xI Ol AOEAxOh AO xAl1 AO NOAOOEI1T OEAI jgmmfph
personal experience is to do just that, albeit with an experience that took place four
years before Pyongyangwas initially published. Sent to North Korea for two months,
Delisle tells the story of his work as a liaison between his French employer and the
Scientific and Educational Film Studio of Korea (SEK). SEK, which employs about

1,500 artists and is one of the largest animation studios in the world, receives

foreign contracts to complete animation drawings, coloring and production.3
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Assigned to supervise one of these contracts, Delisle recounts his interactions with

both animation workers and foreign supervisors in the graphic novel.

Humor is a major way for Delisle to be able to turn a personally unpleasant
situation into something more entertaining. This humor creates a new story for the
greater narrative of Pyongyangserving as a display of speech interaction while
providing social commentary about personal experiences, many of which can be
considered confusing and/or disorienting. In looking at the culture of paramedics,
folklorist4 EI T OEU 4 AT CEAOI ETE AgAi ET AA OEA DOT A O«
disjuncture and ambiguity. Seen in this light, storytelling acts as a means for
individuals both to interpret their experiences in the organization and to position
OEAI OAl OAO xEOEET Qixh @ppliedxgtAciwhrld Afénniation, | p ww
$A1 EOI A6 O Pyorigyanti©rbt ohlyEah é@pression of his experience to the
outside world, but is also an interpretive display of commentary that utilizes humor
to orient the reader in seeing the same level of absurdity.
OUT T CUAT C80O0 &I Ol AO T £/ AAET ¢ A POET OAA Al
experience narrative brings the challenge of whether or not these anecdotes can be
AT 1T OEARAOAA OI 1T AAI

being orally transmitted, rather than printed, Sandra Dolby-3 OAE]l 6 O x1 OE | OE

personal narrative shifted towards looking at the role of personal narrative within
OEA 1 EOAOAOUS )1 A OKUEAahd VefBhe:pdinsAutthAA AT A ( OPOC
(000011 EAA OxOEOOAT A DPAOOITAI 1T AOOAOQOEC g

based on a true experience but enhanced bythe AAT AT AO T £ A | ol ¢
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(Dolby-Stahl 1992, 61). Pyongyanga text neither sold as a folk narrative nor even
close to it, utilizes said anecdotes to a great extent.

An excerpt from Pyongyang(Fig. 2) simultaneously functions as both an
occupational tale and humorous anecdote about both a language barrier and an

overly joyful technician:

47 AEAAE OEA AT EI AOEII
OEA OAOGO 1T &# OEA OEI A8
with great zeal insteacf taking a break while | do my stuff. Whenever |

)
I FOAO A xEEI Ah OEA 1 AOO Ob AT A AARAE
musical genius insteadlhe tunes sound like a crosstixeen a national
AT OEAT AT A OEAI A Oi1Tc T &£ A AEEI AOAI
O'T A 3A0A OEA 10AAT6 TO O/E #A1 AAA8O
right along, looking my way to get me going too

THE TUNES SOUND LiKE A CROSS BETWEEN MY NEW FRIEND | INGi :

A NATIONAL ANTHEM AND THE THEME ALONG, Looxi:(;anquASmemG G
SONG OF A CHILDREN'S SHOW... LiKE A T0 GET ME GoiNG, 0.

BARNEY REMIX OF "GOD SAVE THE
Guaw OR “"OH CANADA",

Figure 2. Delisle (2005, 27-28).

In cases such as these, occupational stories serve as a simultaneously

important place for the incorporation of local character anecdotes, which are

dispersed throughout Pyongyangand serve the purpose of providing humor and
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of a witty remark or description of a remarkable situation" (1970, 223), we are able

to further examine the incorporation of anecdotes within the graphic novel as being

part of a counternarrative to North Korean ideology.

Counternarrative and Anecdote

In his examination of anecdotes in Northern Ireland, Ray Cashman states that
theanecdote OT £AAA OO A 1 ECEOAO OAEA 11 A T 1T AQEI
being typically humorous in nature, and discussing people that folklorist Diane Tye

AT A T £ZO0AT EPI T
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things. First, there must exist a lack of desire for openly serious social criticism,

which is evident in the frequently humorous nature of such anecdotes. Second, there

must be a reassurance that the teller will not suffer repercussions for their

Aobpi OEOGETT 1T &£ AT 1T OEA0CS8O bi OAT OEAI OET OOAI |J ET
Given that Delisle, as well as his fellow workers, were working in a nation

that is well known for its history of imprisoning (and often executing) dissenters,

the use of character anecdotes has shifted contexts twofold. In his discussion of the

OAAET EAEACGOSAEEOQI A6O EI EET ¢ ADPDPOI AAE Ol Ac

performance of it, are interspersed with moments of social commentary; such

moments not only point out perceived absurdities, but also criticize the

shortcomings of musicians who are, by trade and by command of their nation,

dedicated to their leader. Next, as anecdotes and other forms of verbal art are
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frequently told in either a semi-private or public setting among a small group of
DAT b1 Ah OEA 1 AAEOI ET xEfdduldg AdmEraditidnd O AT ANAT
while, at the same time, holding true to many of its key concepts.

Folklorist Elena” OAAOT AO6 AEOAOOOQEI 1 DA |
xEOEET A ATi i OTEOU jpwxxh poepq EO Al O OAPAC
Diane Tye suggests that the characters in anecdotes cause worldview-related
dilemma (1989, 194), the opposite is taking place within PyongyangWhen asked by
Delisle about the lack of people with disabilities in Pyongyang (Fig. 3), the guide

O AIETAACBAx AABOOAA TA OAOU ET T T CATT 6O 1T AOQET I8
O060i 1 Ch ETOAITECAI O ATA EADPDUS j$AIEOIA clfmu

Delisle, staring in disbelief and seeing that his guide seems to truly believe
his own words, is awestruck to a point that he frames the conversation as swiftly
AT AET ¢ch T1T1TU OF 0001 O1 OEI AT AA AT A DAOAA| OA
unrealistic. The characters, through their eccentricities, present Delisle, as well as
many of his coworkers, with an admonishing reminder of what not to do: live in a
perceived world of denial and blind allegiance.

Although the anecdote is not nearly as humorous in tone as others, is, among
others, responsible for the more critical aspects of the graphic novel. Such
anecdotes, rather than providing a lightening of tone among a tense environment,

AOA ET OOAAA OAODI T OEAT A I O OAI EAAOCEITT 1T A&| s A
that the statements of narratives are also responsible for projecting traditional

attitude can be interpreted from the perspective of both Delisle and his guide (Stahl
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norms are presented.

EVEN MORE SURPRISING 1S THE ANSWER
T GET WHEN T WONDER ALouD ABOULT
THiS...

ON MERAGE,
170107 OF
1HE LaPULATION

13

$ Al Exhikér&® DAOOD

THERE ARE NONE...WE'RE A VERY
HOMOGENOUS NATION. ALL
NORTH KOREANS ARE BORN
STRONG, INTELLL GENT AND HEALTHY.

AND FROM THE WAY
HE SAYS iT, I THINK
HE BELIEVES 1T,

R RN Figure 3. Delisle (2005, 136). T R
4EEO AZ£OAI A AAPEAOO 1T &# A1 A1 A1 61 6AO0 xEOE
guide, and underscores the complex development of individual worldviews in

Pyonyang

As North Korea is a homogenous society that values mass obedience and
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branching out from it, are, in fact, a counternarrative that destabilizes the
institutions that North Korean propaganda strives to sustain (Honko 1984, 47).
Each panel with disagreeing social commentary is a questioning of that which
sustains North Korean culture, and for outsiders such as Delisle, the use of

anecdotes is merely one way of demonstrating it.

Counter and Occupational Narrative

In looking at occupational narrative, folklorist* AAE 3 AT Oldryf OOAOA{h
industry and every job will have its own set of challenges, duties, skills, working
conditions, and its own social milieu, and all of these will affect the narratives of that
ET A6 jpwxyh ¢muvgs '0 T1TA 1 £ AC
easy to lump Delisle into a growing group of foreign capitalists within North Korea,
but as he is the only one to have created a graphic narrative of said experience, his
story is nonetheless significant in terms of what? and how? it portrays experience.
Art historian and folklorist 3 OU AT T A A
66pDPI 00 A O il obcc
scale movements such as migration and transnationalism tend to overwhelm the
personal unless they are encountered "one story, one memoryatatii Aé | ¢mmth
263). By looking at occupational narrative within Pyongyandas a reflection of both
personal experiences and changing societal landscapes within North Korea, it is
bi OOEAIT A O1T O1 AAOOOAT A OEA I C

the nation.
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23HR K DON'T
2 2SIk WORRY —-
S/ | THINGS ALWAYS
WORK OUT IN
THE END/

WELL, T WON'T
FALL FORa!T
AGAIN.

0K THEN, '
SEE You.

Figure 4. Delisle (2005, 50).

GECOOA 1 j AAT OAQR xEEAE ET Ol-EngihO $AI EO
speaking supervisor of the SEK, is an example that mixes anecdote with
occupational narrative. In the story, Delisle continues to speak English in spite of the
fact that the supervisor does not speak anything but Korean (and does not attempt
to speak English), leading to the following dialogue:

Delisle: While I write the retake notes, my translator makes himself

useful elsewhere. That doA O 1 1@vOnt dhe of the two animation

Ou
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directors from coming to chat. Initially,) OOEAA OT1 AT 1
understand Korean (especially North Korean) but he keeps coming
AAAE & O 11 O~AuBoktthAdharalle€EOA O )
Delisle: So, wasting time?
Director: (Korean)
AO Ui 6 AAT OAA )i
Director: (Korean)
Delisle: I get the same way, but the feeling passes.
Director: (Korean)
Delisle: Of course, sure, no doubt.
Director: (Korean)
$ A1 EOI Ad -shinds 8lvtays worlkootih the end!

Director: (Korean)

$AIEOI Ad 7AITHR )

Director: (waves)

Delisle: Ok then, see you.

DAT EOI A jAIT1TAQq 71 x8
and a wave or two. (Delisle 2005, 50)

Given that the two of them donotspeak AAAE T OEAOG6O 1 AT COACAN

possible for Delisle to tell the story of the supervisor as a character anecdote.

According to Tye, the notion of character is often considered to be O E 1

in conflict with governing social normsh 6  Ach ékcerfiricity is associated with
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recognition that Delisle is unable to speak Korean, and his persistence in talking to
him despite not knowing what Delisle is saying in response, simultaneously
contrasts the behavior of the group in which Delisle works, thus creating a sense
that there is no danger in retelling such an anecdote.

From the perspective of an occupational narrative, this situation is also
reflective of relationships between worker and authority; as Santino points out,
OAAAI ET €usandEa@boritPsOpkrordinates by subordinates is a major theme
ET T AAODPAOEIT AI f OEAOY AIl-iT 00 A
10). Despite the fact that Delisle is working for the supervisor, his perceived lack of
linguistic capabilities and unflinching desire to keep talking reflects a perceived
ignorance among authority and carries on a common occupational narrative trend.
In a way, he is simultaneously functioning as a subordinate, an expatriate, and a
capitalist trickster.

-ATU T &£ $ATEOI AGO AEOAOOOEIT O I £
involving deeper discussions surrounding North Korean society, not only take place
in a setting involving other expatriates, but also in a non-work setting. As this is the
basis for many forms of occupational storytelling (Santino 1978, 201), we see some
of the most prominent examples of counternarrative in frames where Delisle is

either talking with other expatriates or paying a visit to touristic sites throughout

the country. These settings are a place to release, ponder what has taken place, and
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translator.

DANID STAYED SOMEWHERE ELSE
DURING HiS LAST TRiP, FINE RESTAURANT No.\
YEARS AGO. T GIVE HiM THE
GRAND TOUR ...

MAN, THISIS

FILTHY! YOU'LL
GET USED
T0 1T,

Figure 5. Delisle (2005, 83).

m&ECOOA v j AAT OAQh $AI EOI AGO AOEAT A S$SA|pE 2
xAOT AOO T £ OEA AETEI ¢ OAAT Ah TT1U O EAOA| $ 4
implying that the dining conditions are unchanging and simply a part of the living
that putting up with such shortcomings is, of sorts, a type of work ritual that puts an
expatriate through what folklorist Robert McCarl sees as social and psychological
change (1976, 53). Put in the local perspective, the conditions are quite nice in

comparison to that of ordinary North Koreans (many of whom have endured famine

and severe rationing), but in the eyes of foreigners, they are far inferior to what is

found at home.
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CONSIDER WHAT A SIMPLE THEY'VE CUT OFF PART OF AND LOOK AT

WATER BOTTLE CAN SAY THE SiDE LABEL, S0 YOU THE EXPIRY DATE
ABOUT A COUNTRY... CAN'T TELL iT'S FROM UNDERNEATH..,

THE TRAITORS DOWN

HeY! i1
EXPIRES
“THIS MONTH.

Figur e 6. Delisle (2005, 84).

The dinner table is also a space for social and political commentary in which
Delisle and David debate the narrative capabilities of a water bottle label (Fig. 6).
The two of them, in noticing that the water is South Korean and nearly expired yet
has a censored label to prevent tourists from knowing its origin, are utilizing
unaccompanied non-work hours as a space for questioning the motives and ideals of
their host country. Having realized what their hosts are trying to do? promote
hostility towards their southern neighbours while still taking advantage of their
commodities? Delisle and David are involved in an action that is chipping away at

the self-inflating narratives that shape North Korean society. Folklorist John

21 AET &anlindtion of personal narrative, which suggests that such narratives

I £#60AT OAOAI 1T OA OOEOI PE 1T &£ OEA AAOT O 1 O6AO

provides support for such cases as this one; knowing something that many North
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Koreans might not (or might not publicly express), and publicly sharing it in the
form of a graphic narrative, could be interpreted as such a triumph.
Such personal triumphs can be seen in the examples that Delisle gives of his
visits to tourist sites in North Korea, many of which are considered practically
essential for visitors to the country so as to not draw suspicion or scorn from their
hosts. Ranging from the obligatory visit to the massive, bronze statue of Kim Il-Sung
(which is related to a scene in which every visitor to the country is greeted with
flowers at the Pyongyang airport, only to be taken immediately to the statue, asked
to place the flowers at it, and bow) to the International Friendship Exhibition (a
museum essentially consisting of all of the major gifts ever given to Kim II-Sung, Kim
Jong-Il, and now Kim Jong-Un), these sites are many in number, and even have roads
specifically leading to some of them that are otherwise rarely used. It is this leisure
time where some of the sharpest comments about the perceived peculiarities of
North Korean culture come to mind, and the place where counternarrative within
Pyongyangbest manifests itself.
30AE Al O1 OAOETI ¢ AT i A0 xEOEET OEA AT 1 OA
leaders, as one of the earliest panels of Pyongyarg demonstrates (Fig. 7); listing a
ORAOEAO T &£ OAAT I 1 AT AAGET T O &£ O OOAOAI AoOn

2AEAO O UT OO GCOEAA 1T O EI OAOPOAOAO A& O AA

jokes about the Great Leader or the Dear Leader.* ShowOA ODPAA OO | $Al EOI A

serve as examples for the reader. Superimposed on a panel of Delisle and his driver

Al xET ¢ AAA&Z OA OEA xEET A $A1 EOI A
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evident and provides an early context for future acts of written and drawn dissent.
Control is a must for the guides, and obedience is a must for those they supervise;
OEOEOI OO0 AOA ET £ Oi AA EDOBG OOROORD @ ERIAAEIOO
have no independence during your tripzUT 081 1 AA AAAT | PAI

appointed local guides at all times and only hearaone-OEAAA OEA %

CHRIST !
THE THINGS AN
ANIMATOR HAS T0 DO
gll 7O GETA GiG.

Figure 7. Delisle (2005, 8).

As respect and obedience applies to both guide and visitor, it is best for
opinions regarding the surroundings to be kept private ; the most recent Lonely
Planet guide to Korea, in discussing the question of visiting North Korea, suggests
the following advice:

If you do decide to come, the one thing you should never do is visit

with the intent of stirring up trouble or making any kind of protest?

your guides and any North Koreans having contact with your group
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than a speedy deportation. If you do come, listen to the version of
history given to you by the guides, accept that this is their version
(however untrue) and leave serious criticism until you are back at
your hotel.6
Similarly, Koryo Tours, one of the best-known organizations for visitors interested
in a context of stubborn conviction:

Guides have very strong beliefs which probably differ quite starkly

from most tourists, however they will not try to brainwash you for

perhaps the simple reason that their system of 'Juche' socialism is

intended for those of Korean blood only. They are not into spreading

world revolution through the mouths of their handful of Western

visitors. They express their beliefs and faiths very strongly and these

are held universally throughout the DPRK so it is both impolite and

futile to argue certain points with the Koreans.”

Far in advance, visitors are warned of the consequences of open dissent, leading to

the need for a more private level of questioning. Delisle, as a foreigner in this

country, did just that, keeping quiet as needed and adhering to customs as his guides
requested. However, in speaking his mind and publishing it as a graphic narrative,
the private opinions shifted towards a public narrative that was simultaneously

telling of experience and subverting the rules of his hosts.
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A QUESTION YoU REFRAIN BUT ONE CAN'T HELP ASKiN(
FROM SPEAKING ALOUD... YOURSELF:

THERE'S A QUESTION THAT
HAS T0 BEBURNING ON THE
LiPS OF ALL FOREIGNERS HERE...

50 THEY REALLY wuws THE
| BULLSHIT THAT'S BEING FORCED
DOWN THEIR THROATS 7

Figure 8. Delisle (2005, 74).

One of the best examples of such questioning, comes on a trip that Delisle

took with his translator and guide (Fig. 8); sitting quietly in the vehicle, Delisle says

FAO EAO O1 AA AOGOTETC
O | DAA
)

4EAQBGBAOOETT O
A ETT Ul 6O OAAOAE AEO
EA OAAIT T U AAI EAOA A AOI 1 OE
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2005, 74). Involved in what folklorist Amy3 E O1 AT OAZAOO O AO A QRO
i AOOAO
things, and outside of the work context, freely expressing something that is
unquestionable in the original setting.
7EOQOE OEA OOI A T &£ 1TAGAO 1T AEETC .1 OO0OE +[|J OA
possible to look at how Pyongyanghas served as a space for Delisle to be able to
break the rules and engage in what is perceived by North Koreans as mocking
behavior. In a visit to the International Friendship Exhibition (Fig. 9), an exhibit
which leads to a room where visitors bow to a life-like wax statue of Kim II-Sung,
this trickster-like behavior is best displayed by Delisle, who tells the story as
follows:
) 06 O AThelsthfdscgpd subdued lighting and slightly forward
bend to the figure create an aura of surprising realism! I feel like the

O" Al 1T OAA |, AAAAOSG EO AAT 6O O1 00601 it U
A G

unbearable immobility. (toself)y/ E | AT A $1 160 |

detachment of soldiers bows down, tears in their eyes. As agreed, |

bend over along with my hosts, biting my tongue to keep from

laughing out loud. (Delisle 2005, 105)
Grudgingly bowing down while in a state of near-laughter, Delisle is holding
everything in, restraining himself from criticizing what is in front of him to save his

thoughts for later.
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1T'S AMAZING ! THE SOUNDSCAPE, SUBDUED
LIGHTING AND SLIGHTLY FORWARD BEND T0
THE FIGURE CREATE AN AURA OF SURPRISING
REALISM ! T FEEL LIKE THE “BELOVED
LEADER"” IS ABOUT TO TURN MY WAY

AND PUT AN END T0 THIS UNBEARABLE
IMMOBILITY.

BEHIND ME, A DETACHMENT OF SOLDIERS AS AGREED, T BEND OVER ALONG WITH MY
BowS DOWN, TEARS iN THEIR EYES, HOSTS, BITING MY TONGUE To KEEP
e S g | FROM LAUGHING QUT LOUD,

Figure 9. Delisle (2005, 105).
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Untellability and Representation: Concerns over Voice

The frames of the previous scene, as well as the arguments, are the best place
to discuss the notion of untellability. While Delisle strives to discuss the untellable,

his escorts remain elusive by doingwhat Amy3 EO1 AT OAEAAOO OI AO O(QA A

permit any effort tomake OAT OA T £ ORM5 OAQOAS ADBOWLATO OAPDI

this is to simply tell the outside world of their refusal to confront what others

perceive as being a hidden reality of North Korean life. He goes beyond the

constraints of his hotel, his guides, his tour, etc.; it is all done through storytelling,

whichAAAT OAET ¢ O1I 3EOI AT OAAT OAOGEOO OEA AT o0

well as the constraints thatlabelanA A A OA CT OE U Abidd.@dnBite&Ewiith A A 006

his inclusion of stories such as trying not to laugh at the Kim I1-Sung statue, Delisle

confronts the untellable in one easy way: putting it in a best-selling graphic novel, a

tellable realm where everyone has the choice to see the story.

The concern with untellability, however, brings to mind a question: in

$A1l EOI AGO COAPEEGOITOWAHG AATCEG O E7 AOEGA O1 AD

Eastern socialist state, and appears to be an untellable tale, is the story truly

untellable if, in Western society, it has been told before without concern? Daniel
""""" OACEI

AAAAAAA Pi 1 EAEAO [pi

AEOOAT O EO AT OE AAT cAOi 60 AT A AEAZAEZEAOI Oh £

commonality of such tales as dangerously seditious (2010, 47). Unlike these forms

I £ AEOOAT Oh ET xAOAOh $AI E aiterAhd fact, dhethin® A OT AOIP A C
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that is even referenced in his later graphic novel, Burma Chroniclesa tale of his time
in Myanmar; being away from the country he has stepped out of the danger zone
and into a place where free speech is more acceptable.

Another concern with tellability can be examined by looking at how North
Koreans themselves have been able to provide a counternarrative. As the only ones
who are able to safely provide such voice are those who have escaped North Korea,
their narratives are the most vital; yet, as multiple scholars have pointed out, that
does not necessarily mean that such stories are being discussed. In looking at the
performance of trauma in the musical Yoduk Story(a musical that was created by

North Korean refugees in order to demonstrate the atrocities of the regime), drama

scholar Suk-Young Kim notes that it Gs common for the survivors of trauma to

remain silent since they find it difficult to revisit their painful memory with
documentary-l EEA DPOAAEOEI T 6 jgmmyh pcwds8 4EAOA
presence of factors such as post-traumatic stress disorder (Chang, Haggard and
Noland 2008, 1-3), combined with the details involved in the specific stories, make
things easier said than done in terms of collecting such narratives. For many
survivors, the details are too hard to relive, which often leads to emotional distance
between the informant and their experiences when stories are, in fact, discussed
(Kim 2008, 129).
There has, however, been multiple counternarratives by Westerners against
OEA .1 OO0OE +1 OAAT Cci1 OAOT 1 AT Oh xEAQBHO

KoreaShadows and Whispersbout a family defecting to China), feature films
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j ¢ m riTeadn@merica: World Polige satirical film involving Kim Jong-Il in puppet
form), or television skits (- A A 4 Bhé&Kdm Jong-Il Show sketch). The level of
seriousness is variable within each genre, but the presence of such programmes and
the success of them in the West are worth noting. Pyongyangwith its humorous
take on the experience of a Western capitalist in North Korea and its biting
commentary on the ruling regime, fits more within this category, simply because
there is a far stronger level of comfort and distance towards the regime. Delisle, in
relating his account, did, in fact, risk prosecution should he ever return to the
country, but as he has no plans to visit there again,® what might be perceived as
unspeakable or seditious in North Korea is now safe to discuss.

SAEAOU AT A AEOOAT AA AOEAAh EI xAOAOh EO
story, however unlike the narratives of gulag survivors or former employees of Kim
Jong-Il (his personal sushi chef, who fled to Japan, wrote such a book), is not trivial.
Rather, it provides, through its anecdotes and occupational narrative, a stronger
look into how foreigners are treated in a region where foreigners are considered
dangerous. In discussing the success of autobiographical graphic novels such as Art
3 b E A ¢ AMdugidlkéofist Rosemary Hathaway suggests that they are about

T xEOE OWhileEhbdd ditobiogrépGiQkeditdde OEAO

also attempt to capture a specific sense of place and time, they are at heart really

and cultural contexts6 j ¢mpph c¢uvmqQgs8 (AO

i 61 OEPI A OT EAAO ET O1 AAOOOAT AET @hildnotA Ol OOC
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AAET ¢ AOAT AiI T OA ET AAOAEI O OEAO 1T &£ A ¢clpl A
personal experience is seen in relation to the experience of others who have dealt, in

some form or another, with the mannerisms of the North Korean world.

NICHOLASHARTMANNI s a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Folklore at Memorial
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Notes

1#7 OOOAOU T &£ 71 OAO 7EOET 6O "1 OAAOOG Aq
http://wordswithoutb  orders.ora/books/literature  -from -the -axis-of-evil -
writing _-from -iran -iraq -north -korea -and-oth.

A - 2~ dill =

20 AAT OAET ¢ O OEA 58338
five North Korean men,ages 17-0 T h  AAT 1
http://www.state.gov/r/pal/ei/ban/2792.htm

3+ EOAEAT Oh 3 O00AT 8 (¢ mForbe8.comregted® MdrcE2003t Ei AOET 118 6
Accessed 27 April 2009.
http://members.forbes.com/global/2003/0303/014.html

4 The Great Leader refers to Kim Il1-Sung; the Dear Leader, to Kim Jong-II.

5 This is according to the latest publication of the Lonely Planet guide to Korea,
which was available digitally as of 2012.


http://wordswithoutborders.org/books/literature-from-the-axis-of-evil-writing-from-iran-iraq-north-korea-and-oth
http://wordswithoutborders.org/books/literature-from-the-axis-of-evil-writing-from-iran-iraq-north-korea-and-oth
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2792.htm
http://members.forbes.com/global/2003/0303/014.html
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6 1bid.

TAEEO xAO PI OOAA 11 +1T0UIT 41 0008 OEOA AO 1I)|&E
http://www.koryvogroup.com/tips/index.html

8 Delisle, when asked in an interview about whether or not he planned to return,

OAEA O) DOl AAAT U x1 Ol Al &NatiodalPosk7AdpterhberA OE A O A
2005; accessed via Drawn and Quarterly.

http://www.drawnandquarterly .com/newsList.php?item=a43204677¢c3785
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