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Abstract

A Study on the Popularity of
North Korea’s Theater
during the Liberation Period(1945-1950)

Yu Yeonju
Department of Korean Language and Literature

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study aims to present a novel interpretability of North Korean theatre
that has been underestimated as the theatre for lauding the leader or the
regime by establishing the origin and meaning of the popularity immanent in
North Korean theatre during the liberation period. North Korean theatre during
the liberation period has been rendered as the ideological product of North
Korean regimes formed since the division of territory. Likewise, the popularity
of North Korean theatre during the liberation period has been analysed from
the perspective of ideology. However, the popularity manifest in North Korean
theatre during the liberation period should be revisited in terms of attracting
people’s attention not just serving for political demagogy and propaganda.

In this context, the present study is to investigate the popularity of North
Korean theatre during the liberation period via an analytical review of

theatrical performance. Specifically, this study is to establish the dramatic
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devices intended to win popularity on the ground that some aspects are far
from the ideology although ideological attributes are prevalent themes of North
Korean theatre. Also, the present study elicits the origin of popularity in North
Korean theatre from the popularization theory that governed the proletarian
theatre during the period of Japanese occupation and considers the continuity
throughout the pre- and post-liberation period.

The character of North Korean general public during the liberation period
changed as from 1948 when independent governments were established in
north and south. As a consequence, theatrical performance developed towards
different aspects. During the first half of liberation period, the general public
was rendered as a national community. Thus, North Korean theatre during the
first half of liberation period attempted to win popularity by means of
melodramatic chords arousing a common nationalist sentiment. <A Night in
Beijing> and <A Butterfly> dramatized the death and remembrance of
anti-Japan fighters by sentimentally reproducing the course of their death full
of pathos and by commemorating the memory of the deceased as a
post—colonial proposal. <Autumn> and <Wild Flowers> were focused on the
stories of daughters who returned after liberation by transforming the ‘motif of
trading daughters’ which was the most popular motif during the Japanese
occupation period. The motif of trading daughters aroused a distressful
trauma lingering from the period of Japanese occupation, whilst the tragic
factors inherent in the motif facilitated the dramatic development.

<A Roaring Thunder> and <Waiting for the Sun> reproduced the
adversities of colonists oppressed and exploited by Japanese imperial occupiers.
The audacious resistance of good characters oppressed by evil ones and the
ending with nemesis were part of the approaches to give a catharsis to the
audience and to win popularity during the liberation period. In short, North
Korean theatre during the first half of liberation period can be considered a
popular theatre, melodramatically structured to convey the desire of

post—colonial communities and win popularity.
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The general public in the latter half of liberation period gradually formed the
identity specific to North Korean people. Theatrical people, sensing the shift in
the general public, criticized the earlier theatre for trying to win popularity
through sentimental approaches. Subsequently, creative plays emerged based on
a noble realism closely mirroring the sentiment of people. <A Beautiful
Landscape>, <A Road to Happiness> and <A Gift> commemorated the
farewell to the Soviet army, where Russian characters did not appear on the
stage for long but exited shortly.

These plays won popularity by expressing an authentic ‘independence’ and
the intent to build an independent state, which drew attention from the
audience. <A Locomotive> and <A Solo Flight> spectacularly staged the field
of labour and depicted the dynamic aspect of labourers and the post-liberation
restoration of the industrial basis broken down by the brutality of Japanese
imperialism. <People Defend their Homeland> and <Growth> obtained
popularity by embodying ‘a positive hero’ living with the sentiment and
emotion of real people instead of an abstract one apart from the general public
and by confirming people’s power and potential. In sum, North Korean theatre
in the latter half of liberation period can be considered a popular theatre that
took into account people’s sentiment and life to the fullest to elicit the public
sentiment.

Theatrical people’s concern with the general public and their agile response
to the shift in public sentiment accounts for the view that North Korean
theatre during the liberation period was a popular theatre far from political
intention. The proletarian theatre during the period of Japanese occupation
forsook the conventional intellectual theatrical movement to advocate the
theatrical movement towards the general public, e.g. workers and farmers, and
created a number of original plays. Nonetheless, due to the worsening
objective state of affairs and the issue of internal competency, the discussion
was not fully put into practice. Succeeding to such discussion, North Korea

supported its theatre substantially during the liberation period, whilst theatrical
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people pondered upon the creative methods based on a clear awareness of the
general public, which contributed to theoretical and practical development. Yet,
since the latter half of the 1960s, such an approach has veered to idolizing an
individual Kim IL Sung and to solidifying the monolithic system, which has

eventually caused the authentic meaning of popularity to vanish.

keywords : liberation period, North Korea's theater, popularity,
popularization, melodrama, sentimentality, postcolonial, people,
noble realism, proletarian theater

Student Number : 2010-22931
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