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Abstract

Perception of Shakespearean Tragedies in North Korea

Do Haeja (Korea National University of Transportation)

This study is to explore how Shakespearean tragedies have been perceived in
North Korea, which is known to remain the most closed in the world. Shakespeare
has always been held in the highest esteem in the North Korean books and articles
on Western literature. Shakespeare’s plays are found in English or Literature
textbooks in North Korean secondary schools. Although the establishment of Juche
(self-reliance) ideology in the mid-1960s marked the change in the nation’s leading
literary and artistic theory, general estimation of Shakespeare has been rather
unvarying. The seemingly contradictory and unreconcilable aspects between
Shakespearean tragedy featuring feudal kings or aristocracy and North Korean
ideology which claims that individual is the master of his destiny and that the North
Korean masses are to act as the masters of the revolution and construction, haven’t
reduced the popularity of Shakespeare’s tragedies in North Korea. Scholars in North
Korea have been highly critical of traditional character criticism: Hamlet, Othello,
Romeo, Juliet, and Friar Laurence are considered characters embodying Renaissance
Humanism, being innocent, righteous, noble, and liberal. Interestingly, North Korean
criticism almost rarely mentions these characters’ flaws and almost unequivocally
defends their tragic actions. Comprehensive analysis about the symbolism of ghosts
or witches, complex psychology of evil characters, and gender issue is little found in

North Korean criticism.
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