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Abstract

In the late 1970s, North Korean propaganda began to increasingly idolize various
members of the Kim Il Sung family. Among the hagiographies of the so-called
bloodline of Mt. Paektu is that of Kim Jong Suk (1917-1949), the first wife of Kim Il
Sung and the mother of Kim Jong Il. Although her cult has attracted the attention
of many scholars, this is the first study on the representation of Kim Jong Suk on
the screen. The article provides an analysis of five movies dedicated to her, created
between 1979 and 1985. All were written by Paek In-jun, the most important
screenwriter in Kim Jong II’s film production unit.

The image of Kim Jong Suk in cinema is highly idealized and she is ascribed
attributes that exceed typical human capacities; however, cinematic repre-
sentations of her are careful not to suggest any that might be interpreted as
supernatural. Kim Jong Suk is a master in both the male and female spheres.
She is a compassionate mother, healer, and nurturer, and at other times a
ruthless, merciless warrior. The Mother-Warrior figure she represents refers to
paradigms popular in the Communist sphere, and Kim Jong Suk’s selflessness
is characteristic of the so-called hidden heroes of North Korean cinema. The
uniqueness of Kim Jong Suk lies in her close relation with Kim Il Sung, not as a
wife but as his most faithful follower. It makes her a convincing messenger of
his messianic role.

Keywords:  North Korean cinema, Kim Il Sung’s cult of personality, North
Korean ideology, Kim Jong Suk, Paek In-jun
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Introduction

“We commemorate the immortal achievements and holy revolutionary life of
the anti-Japanese female hero, comrade Kim Jong Suk,” announced the speaker
on North Korean state Korean Central Television during the one-hundred-year
anniversary of the birth of Kim Jong Suk (Kim Chong-suk, 1917-1949), celebrated
on 24 December 2017. The program showed a group of soldiers who had made a
pilgrimage to Hoeryong, her birthplace, and people across the DPRK (Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea) laying flowers in front of statues of her.3 The December
edition of Choson ydsong (Korean woman), the only North Korean monthly
periodical dedicated to women, included eight articles in her honor.* There are
many titles used to glorify her, among the most common of which are “Female
General of Mt. Paektu” (paektusan nydjanggun ¥ =A%), “Faithful Soldier”
(ch’ungjikhan chonsa 2|3t ZAh), and “Mother of Revolution” (hyongmydng iii
omoni ¥ 2] oJM4).5 Kim Jong Suk, the first wife of Kim Il Sung (Kim Il-séng)
and the mother of Kim Jong Il (Kim Chong-il), is the most venerated woman in
North Korea today. Although her cult has received some scholarly attention, the
representation of Kim Jong Suk in cinema is still unexplored territory.

This study compares five movies released between 1979 and 1985, in the
period of the dynamic development of DPRK cinematography, sometimes called
the Golden Age of North Korean Cinema.® The movies discussed are Far Away from
the Headquarters, Love that Blossomed the Future, A Royal Bodyguard, Crossing
the Yalu River, and Sunshine (see Figure 1 for more details). This author is not
aware of any representation of Kim Jong Suk in motion pictures before 1979. In
fact, her cult is relatively new and was institutionalized only in the late 1970s.
I argue that the main reason for this was the emergence of Kim Jong Il as the
decision-making, dominant person in the art sphere of the DPRK. In February
1967, Kim Jong 1l established the Paektusan Production Unit (Paektusan ch’an-
giaktan W= 42T henceforth PPU). At the time, there were ten other film
units in the DPRK, but the PPU aimed to produce ideologically correct movies,
as defined by the Great Leader’s son. As a result, a whole new genre of so-called
movies dedicated to the leader (suryong hyongsang yonghwa 543’39 3sh was
created.” The PPU gained the dominant position in the industry after the success
of The Flower Girl (Kkotp’a niin ch’ony6 Z3t=3]1d, 1972, Pak Hak, Ch’oe Ik-kyuw),
which won a special prize at the 18th Karlovy Vary International Film Festival.
It was the second time a North Korean movie had received a prestigious inter-
national award. Previously, Boy Partisan (Sonyon ppalch’isan A% #x]4k 195,
Yun Yong-gyu) received special awards in Karlovy Vary and Beijing, however,
the jury’s decisions must be understood in the context of the communist world’s
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support for the North Korean cause in the Korean War. In the 1980s, under Kim
Jong II's guidance, the unit produced dozens of movies that mythologized Kim 11
Sung and members of his family, including Kim Hyong-gwon (Kim Il Sung’s uncle),
Kim Hyong-jik (Kim I1 Sung’s father), Kang Pan-sok (Kim Il Sung’s mother), and
Kim Ch’6l-ju (Kim Il Sung’s brother). Among the family members, it was Kim Jong
Suk who appeared in the greatest number of films.8

Although the cult of Kim Jong Suk has been developing since the 1970s,
researchers paid little attention to it at the beginning. Communism in Korea, a
magnum opus by Robert Scalapino and Lee Chong-Sik in two volumes, does not
mention her even once.® The rise of studies dedicated to the “Female General of Mt.
Paektu” are correlated with the so-called Sunshine Policy (haetpydt chongch’aek i
H7d4), Initiated by South Korean president Kim Dae-jung (Kim Tae-jung) in 1998,
this policy aimed at warming relations between the North and South, which created
demand to increase the mutual understanding between the neighboring countries’
cultures. Various academic papers in Korean on Kim Jong Suk appeared in the
2000s, including a study on the figure of Kim Jong Suk in school textbooks;' a study
on gender equality narrations in Choson yosong, in which Kim Jong Suk played a
pivotal role;!* and Chong T’ae-in’s research on the changing image of Kim Jong Suk
in Chosdnyosong between the years 1963 and 2007, one of the largest studies to date
on the process of mythologization of Kim Il Sung’s wife.!? Recently, South Korean
academia has experienced a revival of interest in Kim Jong Suk, which might be an
effect of the brief intensification of bilateral relations in 2018 and the rise of pro-uni-
fication discourse during the Moon Jae-in (Mun Chae-in) presidency (2017-2022).13

In English literature, the appearance of Kim Jong Suk’s cult was described
briefly by historian Suh Dae-Sook in 1988.1% The broader biography and an expla-
nation of the political ascension of Kim Jong Suk is presented in Kim Jong Il’s
Leadership of North Korea, published in 2008 by Lim Jae-cheon. Lim argues for
the centrality of personality politics in North Korea and describes the rise of the
idealization of Kim Jong Suk as the result of a political clash between members of
Kim Il Sung’s family, which was won by Kim Jong I1.1> The elevation of Kim Jong
Suk symbolism in relation to Kim Jong II’s establishment of political power was
also noticed by Heonik Kwon and Byung-ho Chung.'® Their book North Korea:
Beyond Charismatic Politics describes the symbolic place of Kim Jong Suk in the
“theatre state” of North Korea and compares the semantics of Kim Jong Suk as
“Mother of Korea” (Choson ili 6moni 2412] oJt{1]) and other maternal icons
in communist countries—Mother of Vietnam (Ba Me Vietnam Ba me Viét Nam)
and Mother Heroine (Mat-geroinya Mamb-zepours) of the Soviet Union.!” The
last choice is confusing, as Kwon and Chung explore only one honorary title,
without realizing that there were many more adequate symbolic figures in Soviet
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propaganda, such as the archetype of the Motherland (Rossiia-matushka Poccus-
mamyuwka) and Mother Russia (Rodina-mat’ PoduHa-mams).'8 Surprisingly, the
other influential paper on female revolutionary heroes, written by Suzy Kim,
takes Kim Jong Suk as an example while ignoring Soviet influences altogether.1®
Recently, the myth of Kim Jong Suk and narratives related to her figure were
explored in depth by Robert Winstanley-Chesters and Victoria Ten, first in a
2016 study that takes a structuralist approach to analyzing the ancient, spiritual
Korean mountain traditions of worship in juxtaposition with the modern Kim
Jong Suk myth and its relation to Mt. Paektu.20 After publication of the joint paper,
the authors explored the subject further, which resulted in the publication of two
books (one published jointly, and one as the solo project of Winstanley-Chesters)
largely devoted to the semantics and cultural determinants of Kim Jong Suk’s
myth.2! My analysis of the films confirms the authors’ numerous discoveries
based on literary sources, mostly the official biographies of Kim Jong Suk. North
Korean art, especially as it relates to the Kim family mythology, is highly dogmatic,
didactic, and interdiscursive. In the scenes discussed, North Korean audiences
encounter situations already recognized from literature, songs they had already
heard, and cinematic depictions of scenes they had seen in popular paintings.
Nevertheless, there are some significant differences. The movies do not stress the
transformation of the hero or the role of Mt. Paektu in the hero’s development.
Although the cult of Kim Jong Suk has received much attention, I am not aware
of any other research on the cinematic representations of Kim Jong Suk. I found
only one brief description of the motion pictures in Yi Hyo-in’s doctoral thesis on
the idealization of Kim Il Sung in films.?? This is troubling, as cinema is a powerful
medium. The growing literature on the cognitive science of film shows that visual
art has much stronger possibilities of influencing the viewer than any form of
text.23 The importance of film was known to the Soviets, who promoted cinema
and trained Korean filmmakers during the occupation of the northern part of
the peninsula (1945-1948).24 The new government was faced with the challenge
of turning a society that had only a faint idea of communism before 1945 into
full-fledged Korean communists.23 Cinema played a key role in the project of
creating the New Korean. To use a classic Benedict Anderson concept, it helped
to imagine and, with ideological changes, re-imagine what it meant to be Korean
in Kim I1 Sung’s country.26 Motion pictures have been used as a crucial part of
sociocultural training in the DPRK and have been watched, among others, in
workplaces, schools, local community halls, and public open spaces.?’ In other
words, cinema might be considered a North Korean Biblia pauperum, a tool for
delivering the political message irrespective of age, education, and literacy.
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Ipresent a typology of Kim Jong Suk as Mother, Warrior, and Prophet. In the films
discussed, Kim is a highly idealized, benevolent, and protective mythological figure.
She possesses incredible character traits and almost impossible skills. As we will
see, her perfection is used in the stories to point to someone even greater. The
motion pictures analyzed in this study are not the only North Korean movies that
feature Kim Jong Suk. The hero appears as a supportive character in other movies
dedicated to the leader, for example in Sun of a Nation (Minjok tii t’aeyang T1=-2]
e}, 1987-1990, Om Kil-sén, in five episodes). I am also aware of two more movies
about Kim Jong Suk: Blood-soaked Freedom (P’iérin chayu o o3 z}-7-, 1998, Paek
Hyon-gu, Chon Paeg-yon, in two parts) and Shore of Tumen River (Tuman’gang
kisitk eso 97 714301 A1, 2003, Paek Hyon-gu, Pak Chu-guk). However, this paper
scrutinizes the formative years of the myth of Kim Jong Suk in North Korean
cinema, the 1980s, as built by Paek In-jun, the most important writer to Kim Jong Il
(more on that subject further on). Blood-soaked Freedom and Shore of Tumen River
were released after Kim Il Sung’s death in 1994, when the myth of Kim Jong Suk
was well established, and Paek In-jun was no longer involved. Furthermore, the
analyzed movies are easily accessible at the Information Center on North Korea
(Pukhan charyo sent’é B35 41]) in Seoul and, outside of South Korea, through
the DPRK state-controlled website uriminzokkiri.?8

From articles to screens: Birth of the myth

As religious scholar Jonathan Z. Smith has pointed out, “myth has its authority
not by proving itself but by presenting itself.”?° Today, Kim Jong Suk stands out as
the most venerated female in North Korean society, with statues, mosaics, books,

Date | English Title Korean Title Romanization | Director Screenplay

1979 Far Away from the AR e Saryongbu rl Not credited Paek In-jun
Headquarters T L}A molli ttdnaso

1982 Love that olE Fu Mirae ral kkot Pak Hak Paek In-jun
Blossomed the A p'iun sarang
Future

1982 A Royal AL Ch'inwi chdnsa Kim Tok-kyu, Paek In-jun
Bodyguard Choéng Un-mo

1982 Crossing the Yalu dELE Amnokkang dl Kim Tok-ku, Paek In-jun
River du=r némnadudlmyo Chong Un-mo

1985 | Sunshine sl Haebal Chéng Un- Paek In-jun,

mo Song Sang-won

Figure 1

List of movies featuring or focusing on Kim Jong Suk3°
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and a museum in Hoeryong dedicated to her figure. There is a separate subject
in primary and secondary school on her revolutionary activities.3! There is even
Kim Jong Suk County, a whole region renamed from Sinp’a County in her honor in
1981.32 Popular songs and novels have been written about her.3? The widespread
nature of symbolic representations related to Kim Jong Suk makes it easy to fall
for the illusion of her crucial importance during the liberation struggle and the
fight against the Japanese colonizers.

The reconstruction of Kim Jong Suk’s biography is a difficult task due to the
lack of sources and the intense process of mythologization in North Korea, which
has erased inconvenient historical traces and sanctioned the official version of her
hagiography. The existing materials, however, paint a radically different picture.
In reality, during her lifetime, Kim Jong Suk was unknown to the broader public.
There are no materials to support the idea that she was an important figure in
the communist movement, or that she organized the women partisans’ units.
Just like Kim Il Sung, during the period of partisan activity, which she joined as a
young girl, she was a member of the Communist Party of China. After the lost fight
against the Japanese in Manchuria, with other Korean partisans, she found refuge
in the Soviet Union, where she moved in late 1940. As she adopted a Russian name
(Hana), it is likely that, just like Kim Il Sung, she did not believe she would return to
Korea.3* The Soviet General N. G. Lebedev remembered her as an uneducated but
lively woman. She was probably Kim Il Sung’s second wife.35 However, there is no
information about the marriage ceremony or when it took place (if at all). During
her time in Vyatskoye (Bsitckoe, Khabarovsk Krai), she gave birth to two sons, Yuri
(Kim Jong I1) and Shura (Kim Man II). After Korean liberation, in 1946, she also
delivered a daughter, Kim Kyong-hui. Kim Jong Suk was first mentioned in Rodong
Sinmun, the Party newspaper, only on 22 September 1949, with the announcement
of her death. The text mentioned an unspecified disease. Interestingly, Kim Il Sung
was not a member of the Funeral Committee. Unofficially, her death was the result
of an unsuccessful childbirth.36

Kim Jong Suk was ignored by propaganda until the early 1960s. During
the 1940s and 1950s, the periodical Chosdn ydsong (Korean woman 41 1443)
regularly presented idealized lives of the Female Partisan Generals (ppaltchisan
i nydjanggun BH A2] 47), but Kim Jong Suk was not among them. Her partisan
activities were first described in detail in 1963, in the October edition of Choson
yosong. The article, written by Kim Myong-hwa, presented idealized fragments of
Kim Jong Suk’s life from the perspective of an eyewitness of events—a form typical
of communist hagiography.3” According to the text, Kim Jong Suk was brought up
in a poor family, and because of the harsh living conditions she lost her parents
when she was a child. After a colonial punitive unit killed her younger brother,
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she pledged revenge and joined the revolution as a member of the children’s unit
(adongdan °}+5 ). As a partisan, she was helpful to everyone and forgiving of the
mistakes of younger communists. The text emphasizes her cooking skills several
times. The author praised the choegittok (F]7]19), special rice cakes Kim Jong Suk
made with flour and pine tree cambium. She worked hard to feed everybody in the
unit and always remembered to secure food and kitchen equipment, while often
refusing to eat herself. Her readiness to sacrifice herself is also revealed in the story
of her detention in Changbaekhyon (now in the People’s Republic of China), where
she chose to endure the worst tortures rather than betray the revolution. The text
also includes a story about her covering Kim Il Sung with her own body during
an enemy ambush. Kim Myong-hwa emphasizes her devotion to the Great Leader.
According to her, Kim Jong Suk was fully committed to Kim Il Sung’s political line.3?

Kim Myong-hwa’s reminiscence built the foundations of the cult of Kim Jong
Suk’s personality. However, at that time, she was not yet the “Mother of Revolution”
(hyongmyong iii omoni &8 2] oJ 1), and her figure paled in comparison with the
developed cults of other women such as Pak Chong-ae (an important North Korean
politician at the time).3? Kim Jong Suk was one model hero among many. Even in
1964 one could encounter articles praising Lenin’s mother Maria Alexandrovna as
an example of an “excellent mother” (hullyunghan 6madni) who will live forever in
the hearts of Korean women.*? Kim Mydng-hwa published another article on Kim
Jong Suk in 1967, just after a wave of political purges (Pak Chong-ae was removed
from position, among others) and the introduction of the “25 May Instructions,”
which centralized Kim Il Sung’s political power in a totalitarian manner.*! The
position of Kim Jong Suk quickly grew, and the number of titles glorifying her
increased rapidly.

One of the effects of the removal of the Kapsan faction and the introduction of
political changes was Kim Jong II’s assumption of a key position in the Propaganda
and Agitation Department. Kim Jong Il was heavily involved in the promotion
of the cult of his biological mother. This naturally secured his own political
position. As he lost his mother when he was eight, the intense efforts to immor-
talize Kim Jong Suk were likely also fueled by trauma. Nevertheless, the push
for the new line of propaganda had ramifications in the family conflict over
political power. Kim Song-ae, Kim Il Sung’s second wife, tried to suppress the
growing cult of Kim Jong Suk by strengthening the image of Kim Il Sung’s mother
Kang Pan-sok (which was already well known). Kim Song-ae feared that Kim
Jong II’s strong position would block the possible succession of her own son,
Kim P’yong-il—and, as it turned out, these concerns were justified. However,
Kim Song-ae lost the struggle, to which she publicly admitted on International
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Women’s Day in 1975.4% In the following years, the cult of Kim Jong Suk far
surpassed the cult of Kang Pan-sok.

During the Sixth Party Congress held in October 1980, Kim Jong Il was revealed
to the public as the Great Leader’s successor. The previous year, Kim Il Sung
had taken numerous steps to strengthen his son’s position.*? It was during this
period that Kim Jong Suk gained the status of the undisputed mother of the nation.
The spread of her cult can be seen in the statistics on the Choson ydsong periodical.
While by 1980 the magazine had published six articles with Kim Jong II’'s mother’s
name in the title, there were seventeen such articles between 1981 and 1985.
During the late Kim Jong Il regime, this number increased further, with a record
197 titles between 2005 and 2010.4* From the second half of the 1990s, more
fanciful titles began to appear in the press, such as the “Supreme Incarnation of
the Desperate Guard of a Great Leader” (suryong kydlsa ongwi tii ch’oego hwasin
3 ZAA-9] 211514, the “Model of a Nobel Revolutionary” (kogyorhan hyong-
myéngga iii kwigam 1723 g 71e] 77, and the “Phoenix” (pulssajo EAFE).4

The task of immortalization of Kim Jong Suk on the screen was undertaken by
the PPU. Paek In-jun (1920-1999), the first chairman of the unit, wrote the scripts
for the initial five movies dedicated to Kim Jong Suk. In North Korea, from the
late 1950s, it was the screenwriter rather than the director who was perceived
as a film’s author.*8 In all the movies discussed in this paper, Paek In-jun’s name
appears first on the closing credits. Paek In-jun rose to the position of top writer
and producer of Kim Jong II's cinema after the success of the movie The Family of
Ch’oe Hak-sin (Ch’oe Hak-sin tii ilga 2 8t412] 47}, 1967, O Pyong-ch’o, in two parts),
an adaptation of Paek’s theatrical play. Before Kim Jong Il took an intertest in it,
Paek Injun was a discredited “reactionary writer” (pandong chakka ¥+52}7}). As a
chairman of the PPU, Paek was involved in the development of movies dedicated to
the leader (suryong hyongsang yonghwa 5% /49 3h. He is known as the author
of twenty-one movie scripts, including Fire Burning All Over the World (Nuri e
punniin pul *+2°jl = &, 1977, Pak Hak, Om Kil-son), which, except for the banned
I See Mt. Paektu (Paektu-san i poinda ¥ 5Aro] BRIt} 1957, Chong Kyu-wan), was
the first movie in which Kim I1 Sung was played by a real actor. He also wrote
a screenplay of a famous revolutionary opera, Flower Girl. He was granted the
unique title of Great Literature Writer (taemunho ™&%) for his achievements.*’

Paek In-jun’s The Family of Ch’oe Hak-sin presented much more nuanced
heroes and problems than was typical for North Korean cinema at the time,
which was dominated by binary dichotomies. In the movie, Ch’oe Hak-sin is a
Christian pastor, but that alone does not make him an evil man. Instead, he is
presented as someone deluded by false promises. When it becomes clear that
his faith was used by the American imperialists to control Korea, his ideological
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consciousness grows, and he rejects Christianity altogether. Similarly, the
Kim Jong Suk saga written by Paek In-jun uses the theme of the external enemy
to focus on internal threats and patterns of behavior. Kim Jong Suk faces not only
the Japanese occupiers, but also careerists in her own movement, communists
who do not belong to Kim Il Sung’s faction, and minsaengdan, the secret pro-Jap-
anese spies who try to break down the communist movement in Manchuria.*8
In every situation, Kim Jong Suk comes out victorious, proving the exclusivity of
Kim Il Sung’s political line.

The films were not made in accordance with the chronology of Kim Jong Suk’s
biography. Rather than presenting one linear story, they resemble a collection of
moralizing stories related to Kim Jong Suk’s greatness. The plots of the films in
question are largely made up of micro-stories crowned with didactic moments that
imply an appropriate behavior or indicate the uniqueness and importance of Kim
Il Sung. The first movie, released in 1979, was Far Away from the Headquarters. As
indicated in the opening credits, it was produced for Kim Jong Suk’s sixty-second
birthday. The action takes place at a partisan base in 1939. Kim Jong Suk tries to
complete a task ordered by Kim Il Sung, to organize 600 winter uniforms (kyoul
glinbok) for the soldiers. She works undercover as Ok-sun in the village to gain the
villagers’ trust. It turns out that the biggest obstacle is not the local people but the
ambitious commander of the hidden camp. Despite his attempts at sabotage and
various false accusations, Kim Jong Suk emerges victorious. The film ends with
the triumphant crossing of the Yalu River by the united partisans led by Kim I1
Sung himself. It is 5 April 1939, the Arduous March (konan iii haenggun)® is over,
and the partisans celebrate the beauty of spring.

Love that Blossomed the Future, a present for Kim Jong Suk’s sixty-fifth birthday,
was directed by Pak Hak (1914-1982). Pak Hak was a veteran in the DPRK film
industry, a famous actor, director of popular movies such as The Demarcation
Village (Pun’gyeson maiil esé £A 4 u}2-0]| A4, 1961), and co-director of Flower Girl.
His experience of working with children on movie sets is likely why he was chosen
to direct Love that Blossomed the Future. It was his last film, and he passed away
soon after its release.>* The movie tells the story of the orphans that Kim Jong Suk
took care of, and her fight to protect them, not only from the freezing cold and
hunger, but also from colonial punitive forces and bad, greedy communists. The
film also depicts the crucial moment in the life of Kim Jong Suk—her first meeting
with Kim Il Sung, which the narrator places in March 1935.51

A Royal Bodyguard focuses on Kim Jong Suk’s guerrilla activities. The film
takes place during the famous partisan campaigns conducted from a secret base
on Mt. Paektu in 1939. Much of the plot takes place in winter and highlights the
hardships Kim Jong Suk had to overcome. Kim not only manages to secure food
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but also turns out to be a brilliant commander. The movie includes an iconic
scene, also immortalized by North Korean painters, of her guarding Kim Il Sung
with her own body. In contrast, Crossing the Yalu River has a much slower pace
of action. It depicts the political activity of Kim Jong Suk among the people in her
hometown, Hoeryong, where she works undercover as Ok-sun. In the finale, Kim
exposes a spy sent by the colonial government to work against the communists
and convinces the local intellectuals to join the cause.

In Sunshine, Kim Jong Suk returns as Ok-sun to an unidentified village on the
Manchurian-Korean border. She organizes secret patriotic teaching, creates a
pro-Kim Il Sung Women’s Society (punyéhoewon-14 3] 9), recruits new guerrillas,
and establishes justice, among others by arresting the cruel landlord. She even
converts a Christian deaconess to “Kimilsungism.” Although the exact date of
Kim’s activity under the pseudonym is not given in the films, it can be deduced as
having taken place over the course of 1937 from the scenes in which the villagers
rejoice over Kim Il Sung’s victory in Pochonbo (which happened on 4 June 1937).
The last film was made in the Sin Sang-ok era and features a number of technical
improvements that make it more dynamic than the previous pieces. Some of the
standout techniques include fast editing, cross-cutting, tracking shots, long zoom:s,
and a shaking camera to create an effect of “sickness.” The movie was also filmed
on higher-quality film reel.>?

All five motion pictures can be treated as part of a larger biographical series
aimed at propagating the highest female ideal represented by Kim Jong Suk. The
next section analyzes the characteristics of the sacred heroine.

From benevolent mother to ruthless warrior

“We have a mother, we have a father, who warmly takes care of us,” we hear in
the extra-diegetic song in Love that Blossomed the Future. The scene depicts a
group of orphans dressed in the new communist uniforms, happy to meet their
savior, Kim Il Sung. Under Kim Jong Suk’s care, the children have gone through
a series of hardships, but thanks to being reunited with Kim Il Sung’s unit, they
are safe. At the end of the film the narrator emphasizes that thanks to Kim Jong
Suk, the children will grow into true revolutionaries completely devoted to Kim
Il Sung. One can read the poor orphans of Love that Blossomed the Future as a
metaphor for the Korean nation, protected by the parenting power of Kim Jong
Suk and Kim Il Sung. As noticed by B. R. Myers, the Great Leader himself was
often described by reference to mother-like qualities, as one who takes care of the
innocent, childlike Korean race.?3 In the case of the Paek In-jun movies, it is rather
Kim Jong Suk who is delineated as the mother of the people. She is much closer
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and more approachable than the distant, legendary Kim Il Sung, who is absent
most of the time (he does not figure in the last two movies) and appears mostly
to serve justice and teach (reminiscent of the behavior of a traditional patriarch).

The phrase “love of mother,” which we hear in the aforementioned song,
describes Kim Jong Suk’s tendency to sacrifice her own needs for others. In Love
that Blossomed the Future she takes care of the orphans, despite some communists
considering them a problem, or even children of minsaengdan traitors (which
we find out is a lie used to slander Kim Il Sung’s communists). In order to save
them, she is forced to lead them on a difficult, frosty route through the steppes of
Manchuria. During this march, she defends them from the Japanese. She cooks for
them, but we do not see her eating. She tirelessly guards them as they sleep by a
fire under the open sky. She treats sick children with Korean medicine obtained
from alocal herbalist. Not only that, but she also manages to comfort the trauma-
tized children and give them hope. The children reciprocate with joy, call her “big
sister” (nuna), and in numerous scenes we see them cuddling up to Kim Jong Suk.

Figure 2 Kim Jong Suk as protective mother in Love that Blossomed the Future

Source: Paektusan Production Unit
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It is Kim Jong Suk’s self-sacrifice and dedication that wins people over. In the
partisan unit, despite the harsh winter conditions, she organizes comforting food.
She commands the building of a vermicelli press from wood; she uses herbs she
collects; or she cooks sundae, a traditional Korean dish made from intestines stuffed
with blood and other ingredients, from a bear she hunted herself. In Sunshine,
her medical knowledge saves the life of the seriously ill Yong-sun, a maid from a
landlord’s house. We find a similar story in Crossing the Yalu River. Emphasizing
Kim’s knowledge of herbal medicine is not accidental, as it is considered a national
treasure in the DPRK.>* In Far Away from the Headquarters she wins over an
elderly peasant woman by doing a lot of housework and restoring a clay kitchen.
The grandmother repays her with materials for sewing winter uniforms. Thanks
to this, Kim Jong Suk manages to complete the mission of sewing the 660 uniforms
ahead of time. Once again, the symbolism of a mother who warms her children
is touched upon.

The heroine described in these movies is clearly inscribed in the nation-
building project. Kim Jong Suk is a preserver and defender of Korean tradition. She
engages in all sorts of cultural activities. In Sunshine, she sings Arirang to village
women during night classes.> The popular folk song gained status as a national
resistance song during the colonial period. Under Kim Jong Suk’s guidance,
students also learn han’giil, the Korean alphabet, a project as enlightening as it
was propagandistic (she would then distribute revolutionary texts to them). In a
patriotic revival, villagers organize a festival with Korean dances, Korean songs,
and Korean games such as yunnori. This infuriates the local Japanese authorities.
In Far Away from the Headquarters, her female squad members’ spontaneous
traditional dances cause a conflict between Kim Jong Suk and the arrogant camp
commander, who does not consider these activities serious. As a “Mother” of the
whole nation, through these various activities, Kim Jong Suk affirms and redefines
the meaning of Korean-ness. For instance, the “national dance” (minjok muyong)
performed by the villagers is a perfect example of an invented tradition, as it was
designed by Ch’oe Sting-htii during the Soviet occupation of the northern part of
the peninsula in 1946 and did not exist at the time of the film’s action.>%

Kim Jong Suk’s character has many elements associated with the home space
(tidying up, sewing, babysitting, cooking). However, those patriarchal notions
of motherhood are mitigated by the warrior ethos, mostly demonstrated in A
Royal Bodyguard. This movie focuses on Kim Jong Suk’s battle skills more than
others. She turns out to be a commander endowed with extraordinary speed
of action and an excellent instinct to sense danger—she easily discovers and
eliminates a spy sent by the Japanese. She is also an incredibly effective soldier
who never misses when shooting. Moreover, Kim Jong Suk rejects the foundations
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of neo-Confucian ethics, and as a model provides at least partial liberation to
women. A neo-Confucian division of gender roles into men in the outside world
(woe £]) and women in the inside world (nae W) is not adhered to among the
partisans.>’ Kim Jong Suk gives orders to subordinated male soldiers and is not
afraid to confront factional commanders. Far Away from the Headquarters starts
with the empowering scene of a female partisan who wins a strength compe-
tition against a male representative. The neo-Confucian rule of samjong-ji-do
(A=A =, three rules of obedience) is also abandoned. Kim Jong Suk teaches her
fellow comrades that they must follow only General Kim Il Sung, not their fathers,
husbands, or sons. “The General is someone more than a family,” she explains to
her comrades in A Royal Bodyguard. The gender revolution manifested by Kim
Jong Suk and her partisans, however, reveals the problem of a double burden.
Women, who now must compete with men in new spheres (hunting and the
military), are still required to fulfill their duties in the inner sphere (the kitchen
and sewing).

Stalinist socialist realism had a huge impact on the aesthetics of North Korean
cinema.’® It has already been pointed out that movies such as Zoya (Zoia 36s,
1944, Lev Arnshtam) had a significant impact on shaping the image of the female
partisan in early North Korean cinema.>® Zoya tells the mythical, likely fabricated
story of Zoya Kosmodemiyanska (1923-1941), a young Soviet girl who joined the
partisans to fight the Nazis and died heroically under torture. As Jun Jee Nee has
observed, “[r]ather than presenting spectacular images of the heroine’s powers
in battle, the film emphasizes her ‘girlness’ and ‘femininity’.”%0 The depiction of
Kim Jong Suk in Paek In-jun’s movies shares this problem. Compared with other
North Korean partisan movies of the time (e.g., Mt. Paektu, Paektu-san 254k,
1980, Om Kil-s6n), there are few combat scenes; even A Royal Bodyguard includes
only two. The emphasis is on Kim Jong Suk as a woman, defined in a patriarchal
manner. Paek In-jun movies emphasize the “feminine” features of Kim Jong Suk,
such as her etiquette during conversations with men, her cooking skills, and her
connection with nature (as manifested by her knowledge of herbs and her love
of picking flowers). In Far Away from the Headquarters, a frontal medium shot of
Kim with a huge bouquet of chindallae ({122, Korean rhododendron mucronu-
latum or azalea) perpetuates the North Korean image of women as the “flowers
of the revolution” (hyongmyong tii kkot 52| £).51 Although Sunshine presents
the story of Kim’s detention by the colonial authorities, the filmmakers chose not
to show any scenes of torture (a motif present in her biographies), probably not
wanting to violate the idealized body of the heroine. In this regard, Soviet cinema
was far more brutal, not sparing its viewers from the gory details of tortured
female bodies.??
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The Mother-Warrior archetype, as presented, refers to paradigms popular in
the Communist sphere. Movies such as She Defends the Motherland (Ona zashchish-
chaet rodinu OHa 3awuuiaem PoouHy, 1943, Fridrikh Ermler) are a good example
of stories that show women forced to enter the soldier’s path by the cruelty
of the enemy. The heroine of the film, Praskov’ia Luk'ianova, is characterized
by motherly qualities akin to those exhibited by Kim Jong Suk as well as by a
similar readiness for ultimate sacrifice. Moreover, “Mother Earth,” “Mother of
the Revolution,” and “Mother of the State” are all symbolic figures widespread
in Soviet cinema.® Like the female partisans in Soviet cinema, Kim Jong Suk also
plays a mixture of traditional and revolutionary roles. Perfection in every sphere
allows her to establish unquestionable authority. Step by step, Kim achieves her
goals and becomes a caring teacher, bringing hope and comfort to the inhabi-
tants of both cities (Crossing the Yalu River) and villages (Sunshine). Although the
figure of the warrior mother is not unique to the Communist bloc, the figure of
Kim Jong Suk is inscribed in a narrative unparalleled anywhere else, which will
be discussed in the next section.

Prophesizing about Kim Il Sung

Wherever she is, whatever she is doing, Kim Jong Suk has one purpose: promoting
the messianic mission of General Kim Il Sung. Therefore, I consider her role as that
of a prophet. Hans Maier, taking Karl Marx as an example, described the political
prophet as someone who postulates the collapse of the known world and points
towards a way “not as a dreamer and visionary, but as a believing possessor of
knowledge.”® Prophetic speech is often used in the context of armed struggle for
building the authority of a speaker’s group and the mobilization of armed actors.5>
Kim Jong Suk’s prophetic abilities are shown as a part of her partisan activities.
Her prophetic speech directly challenges the oppressive colonial structures and
promises a radical ontological change, a new meta-empirical (related to matters
beyond the range of empirical knowledge) framework of meaning. The only
condition is the acceptance of non-negotiable truths about Kim Il Sung’s mission.

Kim Jong Suk appears as a prophet in each movie. In Far Away from the
Headquarters, Kim Jong Suk not only convinces an elderly peasant to donate
materials for uniforms but also turns her into a loyal follower of Kim Il Sung. In
Love that Blossomed the Future, children are taught that the General can save
them. There are many scenes where Kim Jong Suk explains the importance of Kim
Il Sung to partisans. As presented in Crossing the Yalu River, her message reaches
not only the poor, but also the Korean higher classes. Finally, in Sunshine, she wins
over a Presbyterian missionary.
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It is important to stress that, according to Paek In-jun’s vision, Kim Jong
Suk does not possess any supernatural characteristics. She amazes people with
her behavior and skills, and some of her performances (her endurance, or her
ability to kill with one shot) can be hard to imagine, but they do not break our
ontological expectations about the world (they are at least technically possible),
and they are no different from those possessed by the superhumans of Stalinist
cinema.® This contrasts with Winstanley-Chesters and Ten’s analysis, which finds
supernatural elements in Kim Jong Suk’s written biographies.S” At the time the
movies were made, the cult of Kim Jong Suk was dynamically expanding but did
not involve such radical claims. The official biographies from 2002 and 2005, on
which Winstanley-Chesters and Ten base most of their analysis, appeared more
than a decade after the release of Paek’s movies.®® Just like in the literature, the
rise of supernatural elements in the DPRK cinema can be observed in the 2000s,
during the late rule of Kim Jong I1.%° Paek In-jun’s films, filled with prophetism
and mysticism around Kim Il Sung, seem to be a step toward the supernatural
sphere, but they do not reach it.

The transformation on Mt. Paektu, a central theme for Kim Jong Suk’s twenty-
first-century biographies, according to Winstanley-Chesters and Ten, is also
absent in Paek’s movies. In Paek In-jun’s cinematic works, the role of Mt. Paektu
is marginal. While A Royal Bodyguard does depict the secret camp on the slopes
of the volcano, the location is not discussed in any way, nor is Kim Jong Suk’s unit
approached differently from other locations and camps presented in other movies.
Mt. Paektu is a highly important place in North Korean culture, and its symbolism
of independence and spiritual guidance of Kim Il Sung was popularized by the first
North Korean film, My Home Village (Nae kohyang W 113, 1949, Kang Hong-sik).
The mountain appears in the last scenes of Far Away from the Headquarters
and Love that Blossomed the Future, as a song of hope. However, this cannot be
considered a novelty and is related to faith in the Korean nation rather than to
character development.

While Kim Jong Suk is in no way an esoteric character, the figure of the General
is built on messianic claims and surrounded by an aura of eeriness. Kim Jong Suk
is convinced of his total uniqueness and his mystical capabilities as a savior. One
of the most poignant scenes in Love that Blossomed the Future is the death of a
little orphan girl, Song-i. Kim Jong Suk uses the situation to direct the children to
the object of her worship. She asks the children in an agitated voice if this death
would have been possible had the General been with them. They all shout a loud
“no.” Without Kim Il Sung, combat loses its meaning. “If we leave him, where
we will go?” she asks in a dramatic voice in A Royal Bodyguard. The messianic
role of the leader is strengthened by the deus ex machina function he performs
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in the movies. In Far Away from the Headquarters and Love that Blossomed the
Future Kim Il Sung appears only at the end of the movie. His arrival is combined
with optimistic music, images of melting ice and the rising sun, symbols of hope
and his leadership. All problems are solved one by one, and the movie has a
happy ending. The General is much more present in A Royal Bodyguard. Here,
too, an aura of holiness is being built around him. The partisans strive to outdo
each other in applause after his speeches or cry, touched by his goodness. The
highest distinction is to fall into his loving bosom. Although Kim I Sung does not
appear in person in Crossing the Yalu River or Sunshine, in the latter, a gospel-like
extra-diegetic song about his greatness is juxtaposed with the blue sky. The leader
is identified with what is most high. 70

The religious nature of Paek’s saga is also revealed through clashes with
alternative systems of meaning, which could potentially threaten the exclu-
sivity of Kim Il Sung messianism. Paek In-jun was a writer known for his more
sophisticated plots focused on the internal dangers in the world. In Far Away
from the Headquarters the commander of a secret base at first seems willing to
cooperate with Kim Jong Suk. Soon, however, he reveals his true face, that of a
careerist. He tries to humiliate women with his knowledge of communist doctrine
and undermines their efforts. His arrogance is juxtaposed with the purity and
sobakham (44¥Fgh—“benevolent naivete and spontaneity”—of Kim Jong Suk.”
Emotional engagement is much more valued than intellectual considerations,
which can lead one astray. Other examples of misguided communists appear
in Love that Blossomed the Future. Here Kim Jong Suk’s nationalism clashes
with the internationalism of local Party executive Pak. Pak is a cold cynic who
does not believe that revolution can be won by Koreans themselves. He rules
Chechangzi (a town in then Manchuria) with an iron fist. He imprisons an activist
who distributed food to the poor and sentences him to death. Then he closes the
local orphanage due to lack of funds. The internationalist factionists depicted in
the movie do not behave differently from landlords. This is contrasted with the
attitude of Kim Jong Suk and her promise of the boundless love of Kim Il Sung. In
the end, all unsound communists fail badly, punished either by the General or by
his people (once again, he acts as deus ex machina).

Depicting unsound communists within partisan units is a relatively rare theme
in North Korean cinema. Even more intriguing is the encounter with Christianity
in Sunshine. In the village, missionary work is conducted by Chong-guk, a
Presbyterian kwonsa (AL, deaconess, a special position for respected women
in Presbyterian churches).”> However, the woman is not exposed as an enemy
of the people, or as deluded by American imperialism, as is the case in the
classic anti-Christian movies Jackals (Siingnyangi %&°l, 1956, Ri Sok-chin)”3 and
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The Family of Ch’oe Hak-sin. It turns out that women have a similar passion for
helping the poor and are willing to make the same sacrifices for the national
cause. These comparisons in the film are not accidental. Paek In-jun drew a similar
analogy between Christianity and North Korean ideology in his well-known The
Family of Ch’oe Hak-sin. However, in the previous movie, Christianity is judged
more harshly, and the pastor’s conversion is more radical. In Sunshine, Chong-guk
tries to convince Kim Jong Suk to become a Christian, but she is the one who is
then won over to Kimilsungism. The turning point is the dialogue between the
characters, which I present below.

Kim Jong Suk: My older sister, you overcame a big challenge and
gained a lot of strength, but you cannot do a great
work alone. We need to set up an organization.

Chong-guk kwonsa: An organization?

Kim Jong Suk: Yes, and now you need to become the sunshine that
delivers the General’s path of national liberation.

Chong-guk kwonsa: Me?

Kim Jong Suk: Yes.
Chong-guk kwonsa: But I believe in Jesus ...
Kim Jong Suk: This is not a problem. For independent Korea, everyone

who loves the country should join in the General’s
world. Even if you believe in Jesus, believe in Korea,
and believe in opposing the Japs.

The scene also reveals the true meaning of the title. If Kim Il Sung is the sun,
his followers are sunshine. While Christianity is shown as a positive, nation-
alistic force, the film also contains criticism of it. Chdng-guk’s prayers are not
effective in helping the villagers, while Kim Jong Suk’s actions are. Finally, under
the influence of Kim Jong Suk’s friendship, Chong-guk undergoes a transformation
into a full-fledged follower of Kim Il Sung and swears to believe in his cause. The
tolerance for Christianity is therefore only apparent. Moreover, Christianity is
shown as a religion of old people, and so as belonging to the past. The depiction of
Buddhism is even more harsh and present only in the form of a ruined Buddhist
temple the characters stop at in Love that Blossomed the Future.

Kim Jong Suk, with her zeal to praise the leader and constant, selfless effort,
resembles the other typical heroes of the Hidden Hero Campaign (sumiin yongung
undong &< 93 %), a narrative especially popular in the 1970s and 1980s.7* A
“hidden hero” is completely dedicated to working for other people and the Great
Leader and does not care for recognition. However, although Kim Jong Suk shares
this characteristic, she isnot a “hidden hero.” While there is nothing in the movies
to suggest a romantic relationship between the heroes, all movies stress her
special emotional relationship with the General, which resembles the relationship
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Figure 3 An unexpected friendship between Kim Jong Suk and a Christian deaconess in
Sunshine

Source: Paektusan Production Unit

between a guru and his most devoted student. Kim Jong Suk is always touched by
the Great Leader’s words and believes him implicitly. In Crossing the Yalu River,
she writes him passionate letters apologizing for not being effective enough. Soviet
films about female partisans emphasize the family ties of the heroines. Kim Jong
Suk, an orphan, is completely devoted to the cause and Kim Il Sung. While the
main heroes in Zoya and She Defends the Motherland recall the women’s prewar
lives, in Love that Blossomed the Future Kim Jong Suk’s retrospections are related
to her first meeting with the General.

As the narrator of A Royal Bodyguard emphasizes at the end of the movie, Kim
is the most faithful and loyal soldier of Kim Il Sung. This makes her position higher
than that of any “hidden hero,” and her mission more convincing. Furthermore,
the movies indirectly praise Kim Il Sung’s wife, thus creating the image of a holy
family (underlined by extra-diegetic songs in praise of the mother and father). Such
a strong idealization of the ruler’s relatives is unheard of in any other communist
country. Uniquely, the leader’s wife is portrayed in the motion pictures not only as
a saint, but also as a special mediator between the people and the leader.
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Conclusion

In Paek In-jun’s cinema, Kim Jong Suk was turned into the North Korean female
ideal. A persona unknown to the broader public suddenly became the most
praiseworthy figure. Already in the 1980s the cult of the mythical female partisan
almost completely replaced the topic of pro-women social activists, who had
passionately worked for the female cause in previous decades, removing the
subject from the social landscape.”® The cinematic Kim Jong Suk is a complex
figure with feminine and masculine traits, combining the qualities of a mother
and a warrior. Kim Jong Suk fully succeeds in the military sphere, which was
reserved only for males in pre-revolutionary Korea; however, the emancipatory
discourse is weakened by assigning numerous traditional roles to the heroine,
which helps to preserve the patriarchal worldview. Nevertheless, Kim Jong Suk
was elevated to “Mother of Revolution,” a woman of unconditional love, and an
ambassador of Korean traditions and culture in the period of colonial oppression.
Kim also stands out from the many “hidden heroes” of the DPRK cinema as the
most devoted and loyal follower of Kim Il Sung and an implacable teacher of
his vision.

Kim Jong Suk’s idealization has some limits. In Paek In-jun’s movies, she is not
a magician, and she does not possess any supernatural abilities—an implication
we find in further biographies. Her skills are outstanding and almost impossible,
but they do not break the laws of physics. The connection with the holy Korean
mountain, Mt. Paektu, also is not developed. Although not yet a goddess, she can
be described as a saint or a prophet on a sacred mission. She prophesies about
the messianic and teleological role of Kim Il Sung and turns other heroes into his
followers. In Sunshine, even a Christian deaconess submits under the influence
of her zeal. As it turns out, Christianity is only one step away from Kimilsungism.
Kim Jong Suk also exposes a factionalist in a rare critique of bad partisans. As it
turns out, to be a communist in North Korea means to have total faith in Kim Il
Sung; this truth is more important than anything else. Once more, the myth of
Kim Il Sung as the only liberator of Korea (which ignores the decisive role of the
Soviet Red Army) is strengthened—the internationalists are punished. Overall,
these movies contribute to the genre of movies dedicated to the leader as well as
the further mythologization of the Great Leader and the members of his family.
The sacralization is seen even in the closing credits, which never reveal the names
of the actors who played Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Suk.

It should be pointed out that Paek In-jun’s movies about Kim Jong Suk
contributed to the development of her myth only to an extent. The discussed
movies use only a short period of Kim’s historiography, namely her activities
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between 1935 and 1939, likely because of a broader campaign to promote Kim
11 Sung’s partisan activities.”® We do not learn how Kim Jong Suk became a
communist; there is no coming-of-age story or any ideological maturation. Neither
do we learn what she did after the liberation of the country. It is also not clear
why exactly she perceives Kim Il Sung as the only savior of Korea, and why she
follows him so passionately and tries to convert everyone to his vision. Rather, we
are presented with the same idealized, archetypical hero in each movie. Ironically,
all the described motion pictures use her example to promote the real hero of
the story, the messianic General Kim Il Sung. Such subjugation of the female to
the male likely further disempowered women’s position in DPRK society. At the
same time, the myth proliferated by Paek In-jun inspired a multitude of artists and
exploded into numerous representations, especially in the 2000s. Praised among
the “Three Generals of Mt. Paektu” (Paektusan 3taejanggun ¥ At 3tiA), she is
the most glorified female figure in North Korea to this day.

The Kim Jong Suk saga fits in with the broader activities led by Kim Jong Il
to remodel the symbolic landscape to completely subordinate it to the cult of
his own family. As today the country is ruled by Kim Jong Suk’s grandson, Kim
Jong Un (Kim Chong-un), it is clear that the ongoing myth has its political utility
in presenting the continuity of the power structure and legitimizing the social
order. North Korean biographers of the ruling family never forget to underline
that genius is inherited, not acquired. Even the official biography of Kim Jong
Suk claims that she was born in Hoerydng to a poor peasant family with a great
revolutionary background. Although the position of cinema has weakened under
Kim Jong Un’s rule, films dedicated to Kim Jong Suk are still being made, with
examples as recent as the 2020 Korean Central Television screen documentary
movie The March of Mt. Paektu, Go Forever! (Yongwonhi karira Paektu tii haeng-
gun’gil il JL3] 7H2)2h Wl o] 72 -2).76 As long as Kim Jong Un is in power, the
cult of Kim Jong Suk will continue to thrive.
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