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Inspired by the recent growth of interest in thated States for Asian American
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Women'’s Studies, Critical Adoption Studies, Asiamdtican Studies, and Korean
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INTRODUCTION

In ananthology covering works written by Asian AmericaBsld Words: A
Century of Asian American WritingRoberta Uno points out, “artistic production is
[currently] being fueled by the vitality of burgaag communities, particularly Korean
and South and Southeast Asian, which are pushaabgdbndaries previously defined by
an historical Chinese and Japanese immigrant pteseftchoing Uno’s statement,
David Henry Hwang iVersion 3.0: Contemporary Asian American Plegsognizes
Korean American dramatists’ potential—along withrkgby South Asian and
Vietnamese dramatists—to be “among today’s mostiegc’? Drawing from the growth
of interest in Korean American drama and dramatikts dissertation investigates
Korean American theater and performing artists whesrks depict diasporic
experiences and identities embodying Korean cudturistory, and memory both in the

United States and in South Kor&Bor this study, | selected theater and performance

! Roberta Uno, “Introduction: Asian American TheaAevake at the Millennium,” in
Bold Words: A Century of Asian American Writiegls. Rajini Srikanth and Esther Y.
Iwanaga (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, R324.

? David Henry Hwang, “Foreword,” ilersion 3.0: Contemporary Asian American
Plays ed. Chay Yew (New York: Theatre Communication @@,c2011), xii.

% In this study, the preference is to not hyphecatapound adjectives of identity as it
subsumes the first identity into the second, swckK@ean-American. However, the

standard grammatical regulation of hyphens in geeaf compound adjectives will still



works by nine contemporary Korean American theamer performing artists whose
works have been produced after the millennium: di8uh, Diana Son, Julia Cho,
Margaret Cho, Dohee Lee, Miru Kim, Marissa Lichwi&8un Mee Chomet, and Eric
Sharp.

This dissertation aims to conceptualize how theskn diaspora is configured,
diversified, and complicated within performancecgsaand with performing bodies
remapping the actual experience, history, and inagin of immigration as well as
transnational adoption. As the characteristicsiapbra are constantly in flux and its
cultural identity changing, the goal of this res#ais to chart of the shifting landscape of
Korean diasporic subjects in and beyond the Uritiadles and map their movement
between languages, cultures, and worlds. Rooted interdisciplinary quest in Theater
and Performance Studies, Women’s Studies, Crifidalption Studies, Asian American
Studies, Asian Studies, and Korean Studies, thidysttilizes analyses of actual
performances, dramatic texts, personal storiegres of immigration and transnational
adoption from South Korea to the United States,iatetviews with some of the artists.

| argue that the performances of the Korean diasponstitute a site of liminal
belonging. Liminality refers to a state of trarmitior betweenness, and belonging implies
a stable state of identity with a group, societyd/ar nation. Diaspora, however,
complicates both liminality and belonging as itates something like a state/sense of

belonging but in flux. Victor Turner states thatfinal entities are neither here nor there;

be observed when identity is not the subject. I"dsgea” and “South Korea” mutually
to refer to the Republic of Korea. When discussimgDemocratic People’s Republic of

Korea, “North Korea” will be used.



they are betwixt and between the positions assignddarrayed by law, custom,
convention, and ceremonidl.Ih this dissertation, “liminal belonging” refers the
generative notion of being in between what it mearise a Korean, what it means to be
an American, and what it means to be a Korean drasprtist; however, each chapter
holds a particular aspect of how liminality is esgged. In the first chapter, liminal
belonging is seen through the three playwrights'susf Korean cultural experiences and
the element of space as analyzed in the settimgist@f their plays about trans-historical,
inter-racial, and cross-cultural Korean Americamifees. In the second chapter, which
focuses on the three Korean American women perfagrartists, the female body itself
holds a liminal quality, performing as a conduithe artists’ audiences to reveal ethnic,
sexual, spiritual, and spatial politics of belorggiin the last chapter, liminality in the
transnational feature of the three Korean Amermdoptees’ experiences in the U.S. and
during their birth searches for and reunions whiirtbiological families in Korea,
contests the flexible belonging that adoptees lodtem been summed up to have in terms
of race, gender, class, citizenship, and kinship.

Analyzing the notion of liminal belonging, thissdertation contends that the
embodiments of Korean diasporic identity and itkuzal experiences incorporate and
interact with various social constructions suchaa®, class, gender, and sexuality to
restructure and reimagine the meanings of a sq@etymunity, history, and memory
across the Pacific. The performances of the Kodeaspora are not just representations

of a clearly delineated ethnic group descended fseople of Korea, but constitute a

* Victor Turner,The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Struct@nel ed. (New

Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 2098)



polymorphous contact zone with different formsdawntity, diverse communities, and a
wider society and ideologyThus, this idea of liminal belonging not only ceys
transnational mobility and trans-historical imagioa of Korean diasporic experiences,
but also discloses identities that intersect witfecent social constructions such as race
and culture within and beyond U.S. boundaries. féréormances considered here not
only transgress the demarcations of ethnic andmatbelonging, but also transform the
politics of social constructions of identity in theenty-first century. In the following
section, | will first explain the key term diasp@mad present the history of the Korean
diaspora in the United States. | will subsequepttyide a brief review of literature on
the performances of the Korean diaspora includiagudsions of Asian American theater.
Lastly, | will draw an outline of the entire distaion.
Diaspora in Discourse

Discussions about diaspora are varied and inaixgrse migratory situations
and patterns; new transnational flows and mobititwhich a new type of diaspora is
configured and continues to transform itself; tbagequences of movement
complicating race, class, gender, and sexuality;the meanings of belonging,
community, identity, and social in/justice thatsparic individuals and/or communities

encountef. With this variety of discourses on diaspora, Janans Braziel and Anita

®> Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zon@jofessior91 (1991): 33-40.
® Floya Anthias lists six categories of diasporipenences such as “dispersal and
scattering; collective trauma; cultural floweringyubled relationship with the majority; a

sense of community transcending national frontipremoting a return movement.”



Mannur point out the significance of theorizing abdiaspora: “first, diaspora forces us
to rethink the rubrics of nation and nationalisnhjle refiguring the relations of citizens
and nation-states. Second, diaspora offers mydiathcated sites of contestation to the
hegemonic, homogenizing forces of globalizatidin’light of these two points and the
importance of discussing diaspora in the curreehpmenon of globalization, the term
“diaspora” warrants a historical overview. The wbddaspora” etymologically traces
back to the Greek tergiasperienwhich means “acrosstla-) and “to sow or scatter
seeds” ¢perien.® The word signifies a people’s displacement, disfion, dispersion
from their homeland. Historically, the term diasps associated with Jewish
communities living outside of their homeland ofé&tine as recorded Beptuagintthe
Hebrew scripture circa third century BCE. Howebe idea of diaspora has been widely
used to refer to a group of people or descenddmsaple who left their homelands and
have dispersed over the world such as the Africaspdra in the French West Indies;
overseas Asians from China, Japan, and India; eflugees from Syria, even those
travelling for short or long term outside of theomelands. With regard to the close
relation between the concept of diaspora and twesBecontext, Jonathan Boyarin and

Daniel Boyarin state that “this broadened deploynoéthe concept [of diaspora] offers

Floya Anthias, “Evaluating ‘Diaspora’: Beyond Etbity,” Sociology32, no. 3 (1998):
557-81.

’ Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, 8d=orizing Diaspora: A Read¢Malden:
Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 7.

8 paul Gilroy, “Diaspora,Paragraph17, no.1 (1994): 207-12; Braziel and Mannur,

Theorizing Diasporal.



rich material for a reinvigoration of Jewish thotigtet the converse is also true:
analyses of non-Jewish diasporas will be mostftriwthen they engage in dialogue with
the specific Jewish context in which the term oviged.® James Clifford develops a
conceptualization of diaspora that applies to ntlba@ a strictly Jewish context, asserting
that “the term ‘diaspora’ is a signifier not simmf/transnationality and movement but of
political struggles to define the local, as distive community, in historical contexts of
displacement In this dissertation, | employ the term “diaspoirma widened sense to
include both the transnational movement of a pdpmrand the emerging communities
in the hostland, emphasizing len Ang’s conceptia$pras as “transnational, spatially
and temporally sprawling sociocultural formatiorigeople, creating imagined
communities whose blurred and fluctuating boundaaie sustained by real and/or
symbolic ties to some original ‘homeland®”

Homi Bhabha interprets diaspora as an in-betwpaoescaused by transnational
mobility from which a hybrid identity formation camerge, characterized as innovative
and anti-essentialist. In that in-between conditl@mutual complexity of diasporic
identity politics—and their construction and protiloo—provides an opportunity to

establish community and bring about culture. Timgral diasporic consciousness that

® Jonathan Boyarin and Daniel Boyarftgwers of Diaspora: Two Essays on the
Relevance of Jewish Cultugelinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002)

19 James Clifford, “Diaspora,” iRoutes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twehtiet
Century(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 252.

1 len Ang,On Not Speaking Chinese: Living Between Asia aad/\fhs{London:

Routledge, 2001), 25.



has been marked as tension and juncture betweea’ ‘&ed “there” generates a critical
guestion regarding identity, kinship, citizenstapd belonging in transnational flow and
dis/connections. Anchoring these features of diespothis research is crucial in order
to interrogate its interstitial identification, iaity construction, and its production of the
Korean diaspora imagined in theater and performaaoghermore, this investigation
aspires to show how the works of the selected KoAeaerican artists open up “the
possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertaidgference without an assumed or
imposed hierarchy” and construct a “connectivaigédetween polar opposités.
According to Stuart Hall, cultural identity is “han essence butpesitioning
Hence, there is always a politics of identity, 4itigs of position.™® Seen in this light,
diasporic identities live in the processpsbducingnewness angositioningthemselves
as differences, simultaneously seeking ways in wthey can identify similarities with
others. In this production of identity in betweeafiatence and similarity with others,
diaspora formulates cultural identity by practicengolitics of positioning that negates
essentialist formation of subjectivity based ondor,” that is to say nationality and/or
ethnicity. Diasporic identities necessarily entaiterogeneity and diversity.Thus, the
performances that this dissertation analyzes unf@dorean diaspora as an intersection,
guestioning and remapping diasporic landscapescastaual and radical process of

producing newness distinct in their incompletersess demand for a multi-situatedness

2 Homi K. BhabhaThe Location of CulturéLondon: Routledge, 1994), 4.
13 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” lidentity: Community, Culture,
Difference ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence & WisH®90), 226.

% bid., 226.



of cultural identities in and out of the U.S. Instkense, | use the term diaspora to
encompass a provisional sense of belonging whichperfect while the identifier
Korean American resonates more as a retainerinéoghip.
Historical Views of the Korean Diaspora in the Unied States

At the time of this writing, the number of overséageans living in the United
States stands at nearly 2,500,000, ranking theedi8tates a close second behind
China’s 2,542,620 Korean populatithin the global diaspora standing, Korea ranks
fourth after China, Israel, and Italy in terms opplation numbers but first in regards to
percentage of populatidfi.The historical trajectory of the Korean diasparahe U.S.
began in the early twentieth century. The first &ors who came to the U.S. were
indentured workers (including women and childrehpwnoved to Hawaii to work on
sugar plantations in 1902*3The second group of Koreans that arrived in Hatgii

1924 comprised approximately 1,000 Korean womemknas “picture brides*® Under

> The U.S. number includes Koreans with variousises: permanent resident,
temporary worker and exchange visitor, internatiehadent, and citizen. “The Total
Number of Overseas Korean&bdrean Ministry of Foreign Affairs2017.

'8 Youna Kim, Transnational Migration, Media and Identity of Asi8Vomen: Diasporic
Daughters(New York: Routledge, 2011), 21.

17 See Wayne Pattersofhe Korean Frontier in America: Immigration to Hailyd 896-
1910(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1988).

18 «picture bride” refers to the practice of choosamyl “ordering” brides based on
photographic information. In-Jin Yoon, “Onward Magion of Overseas Koreans and

Pluralization of the Overseas Korean Community,Tive Korean Diaspora: A



the Japanese colonial rule (1910-45), a numberooé#n intellectuals came to the U.S.
to form the Korean independence movement on Amesod; some later became
American citizens and/or leading politicians in Karafter its independent®After
Korea’s independence from Japanese imperial todeUtS. military governing power
transformed Korean society into a modernized Wastgyle society establishing
institutional systems in politics, economy, and @tion?°

Subsequent to the devastation of the Korean We&0:53), the South Korean-
U.S. connection foregrounded a transnational adopitidustry exporting orphans and
relinquished infants and children from half of eninsula. Between 1976 and 1994
(except for 1991), South Korea was the largestcoountry of adoptees sent to the U.S.
The presence of Korean adoptees has been significdre U.S.-led adoption industry:
every year from 1976 to 1985 (except for 1979)r&®@epercent of all foreign adoptees

to U.S. adoptive parents were Koréamdoptee migration to the U.S. reached a pinnacle

Sourcebookeds. In-Jin Yoon and Young-Hun Jeong (Gyeonggifthe Academy of
Korean Studies Press, 2017), 7.

9 Han-Kyo Kim, “The Korean Independence Movemerthia United States: Syngman
Rhee, An Ch’ang-Ho and Pak Yong-Man,’Horean-Americans: Past, Present, and
Future, ed. llpyong J. Kim (Elizabeth: Hollym, 2004), 63-

20 Bruce CummingsThe Origins of the Korean War: Liberation and Enige of
Separate Regimes, 1945-19#finceton: Princeton University Press, 1981).

L Immigration and Naturalization Servicgtatistical Yearboqkl979-2001; Office of
Immigration Statisticsyearbook of Immigration Statistic8002-2009. A detailed history

of transnational adoption from Korea to the U.Sexplained in chapter 3.
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during the post-1965 increase of Korean immigratwith Korean adoptees comprising
“an estimated 10 percent of the total Korean Angeripopulation.?? As with Korean
adoptees, Korean military brides also hold a sigaiit place in the history of the Korean
diaspora in the U.S. In the four decades post-Kowar, more than 100,000 Korean
women married American Gls and came to the ¥) Ahalyzing Korean military brides’
traumatic experiences and politics of affect, Grsic&€ho views “the Korean diaspora in
the United States as another site of transgenaetaunting [...] in that the ghost is
engendered in the private realm of family secissrets that are inextricable from the

abuses of political powef*

22 Eleana J. KimAdopted Territory: Transnational Korean Adoptees! #me Politics of
Belonging(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 21.

23 Ji-Yeon Yuh,Beyond the Shadow of Camptown: Korean Military Bsith America
(New York: New York University Press, 2004), 9.

24 Grace M. ChoHaunting the Korean Diaspora: Shame, Secrecy, hrdrorgotten
War (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). Cho defineganggongju
(¢z=z) as Korean women who have intimate relations Wittericans. In a pejorative
sense it refers to a woman who is a sex workeroamdilitary bride for U.S. servicemen
in Korea. Cho viewganggongjuas “the bearer of secrets about the traumas of the
Korean War and U.S.-Korea relations—and, in marsgsaabout her own past. [...] The
war bride, as the pioneer of Korean migration ®tmited States, then operates as a
figure for the disappearance of geopolitical vigkemto the realm of the domestic.”

Ibid., 14.
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During the years of political-military dictatorgisi under the regimes of Park
Chung-hee (1963-1979) and Chun Doo-hwan (1980-1%988)XKorean government and
leading companies actively encouraged emigratiatet@loped Western countries
including the U.S. in order to regulate domestipydation and lower the unemployment
rate. Some Koreans also chose immigration to espaltecal oppression and social
instability. In the U.S., the Immigration and Natlization Act of 1965 (also known as
the Hart-Celler Act) had a huge impact on Asian igration including Korean
immigration. Up until 1965, the U.S. had passed igration and naturalization laws that
were solely based on race and thus discriminatamhsignon-Caucasian immigrants.
The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 eventually exezhtb Japanese and Asian Indians
and the Immigration Act of 1924 barred all Asiara legal immigration with a zero
quota allotment for all of Asi& Even though Congress repealed the Chinese Exalusio
Act in 1943, and in 1952 all Asians were permiti@dnmigrate to the U.S., the quota
was limited to 2,000 individuafs.The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965
reversed all other Acts and allowed for 170,00@wiger year for Eastern Hemisphere
citizens and limited Western Hemisphere immigrants20,000 per yedf.Due to these
immigration directives and policies both in Korealdhe U.S., the population of the

Korean diaspora in the U.S. in particular steantityeased up to the late 1980s. During

% Gabriel J. Chin and Rose Cuison Villazor, €ktse Immigration and Nationality Act of
1965: Legislating a New Ameri¢dlew York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 18.
?® Ipid., 19.

*" Ibid.

28 |pid., 20.
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the 1970s and 1980s, ethnic enclaves of Koreangnamis evolved mostly around
geographical centers such as Flushing in New Yodklaos Angeles in California, and
Koreans excelled as entrepreneurs in self-emplbysithesses such as dry cleaning and
grocery shops, anchoring themselves around Christiarches? In-Jin Yoon remarks
that “thirty-five thousand Koreans immigrated te ti.S. each year between 1985 and
1987—the peak of immigration for Koreans—making &aothe third largest

immigration country to the U.S. following Mexicodthe Philippines® Angie Y.

Chung, however, warns that stereotypical repreientaof Korean American ethnically
unified communities composed of small business osvard hard-working, non-

complaining workers hold the danger of overlookiing internal complexities that these

29 John Lie, “Korean Diaspora and Diasporic Natiosral’ in Routledge Handbook of
Korean Culture and Societgd. Youna Kim (London: Routledge, 2017), 249. @

Gap Min notes that in between the 1980s and th@2Bbrean ethnic self-segregation
lessened and business-related intergroup confleasly disappeared due to the decrease
of self-employed businesses, better communicati¢im won-Korean workers and
changing self-employed businesses from retail teice industries. See Pyoung Gap

Min, “Changes in Korean Immigrants’ Business Pati¢rin Koreans in North America:
Their Twenty-First Century Experien¢esl. Pyoung Gap Min (Lanham: Lexington
Books, 2013), 57-74.

% yoon, “Onward Migration of Overseas Koreans angt&ization of the Overseas

Korean Community,” 9.
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groups of people have experienced in terms of dédfgence, residential disparity, and
intergenerational gaf.

In 1989, Korea’s loosening of overseas trip regoies marked the beginning of
the new Korean diaspora that set off an increasen$national mobility in and out of
Korea? Since the 1990s, the Korean diaspora was notjiisn by nation-state
directives or Korean conglomerates to export ldhdralso by individual immigrants
pursuing financial success and educational oppibytuParticularly during this period,
incoming Korean immigrants to the U.S. were oftervént believers in the American
dream®® Korean nationals were strongly programmed byphbiserfully mass media-fed
narrative of America as a country where they coaldize their yearning for upward
mobility, better education, and equal opportundtythemselves and their future
generations. This myth blinded newcomers to thediffaculties of language,
communication, and cultural differences, and toficntational systemic oppression such

as racism and racialized sexism in the U.S. THessetificial first generation immigrant

31 Angie Y. Chunglegacies of Struggle: Conflict and Cooperation ior&an American
Politics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007).

32«Complete Liberation of Oversea Trip Regulationssi(s2)) o exami(xtg2t), Maeil
Business News KoregApril 2, 1988.

33 During the 1990s, Korean mass media popularizistehm by writing about both the
“success” story of the American dream such as begpabusiness owner in the U.S.,
and the “failure” narrative such as becoming a dilngser or returning to Korea. See
“1,300 Immigrants to the U.S. per Day: American &rg” otjz|zt =&: 0|2l &2 1,300 &,

Kyunghyang ShinmumNovember 26, 1996.
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family’s pursuit of the American dream has oftecdrae a trigger for intergenerational
conflict with 1.5 and second generations who ditdatways follow their parents’
conviction of pursuing materialistic succé$s.

In the 1960s and 1970s, East Asian Americansicpétly Chinese Americans
and Japanese Americans, became the signifierg ghtbdel” minority. Its “desirable”
features for inclusion into American society inaddwvorking hard, having a close-knit
family, being disciplined, delaying gratificatiobeing non-confrontational, and holding
contempt for government social subsidieKorean Americans as a new emerging
community since the 1980s were taken in by thisi¢abed Asianness in the U.S. Ju Yon
Kim points out that “in the late 1980s and earl@Q$, friction in inner-city
neighborhoods belied the innocuousness of the nmaoharity myth, as Korean
American merchants and black customers in econdmmapressed areas became
engaged in a struggle over limited resources tlast exacerbated by racial stereotyping
of both groups ¥ Media representations contributed to the dissetiinaf racial

stereotypes imposed upon the two groups, sucheasutttessful Korean entrepreneur

3 The 1.5 Korean American generation refers to Koearn children who immigrated
as infants or young teenagers with their parentsagdJnited States. See Jenny Hyun
Chung PakKorean American Women: Stories of Acculturation @ménging Selves
(New York: Routledge, 2006), 36.

% Jennifer Lee and Min Zholsian American Youth: Culture, Identity, and Etfityic
(New York: Routledge, 2004), 18.

% Ju Yon Kim,The Racial Mundane: Asian American PerformancethedEmbodied

Everyday(New York: New York University Press, 2015), 12.
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bolstered by the Asian American model minority matid the impoverished African
American as an urban underclass member. In 1992adammigrant families were put
in the spotlight by national media due to highlglent interracial conflicts between
African Americans and Korean Americans during th&.lriots. A sensation-seeking
mainstream media focused on the violent acts ageath racial/ethnic group while
dismissing the factors contributing to those irgeial conflicts: class disparity, poverty,
dearth of leadership, lack of understanding ofuraltdifferences, and the lack of police
intervention to protect non-white citizens durihg triots. Regarding the L.A. riots and
their historical remnants, it should be highlightedt African American and Korean
American communities have since then used gragsamiwist efforts to build peace and
coalition across racial, ethnic, and class litfesccording to Daniel J. Schwekendiek, the
immigration of Koreans to the U.S. peaked in th8(kSthen slowed due to a rapidly
expanding South Korean economy and improved palitionditions’
Korean Diaspora in the Age of Global and Digital Wolds

Korean diasporic communities in the U.S. are nbiecently unified, having

divergent interests in terms of sexuality, politisence, spirituality, and citizenship.

3" The L.A. riots will be discussed further in thesen about Diana SonSatellitesin
chapter 1.

3 Daniel J. SchwekendieBouth Korea: A Socioeconomic Overview from the Rast
Present(New York: Routledge, 2017), 88.

39 JeeYeun Lee examines the issues of Korean Ameideatity regarding queer culture

in the United States. JeeYeun Lee, “Towards a Qklesgan-American Diasporic
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These polymorphic forms of the Korean diasporaiwitind beyond the U.S. borders
came about due to the ease of transnational mphitid the Korean government’s
determination for globalization and drive for “Aneanization.” While education-
oriented migration to the U.S. was popular evecesithe early twentieth century in Korea,
the aggressive governmental globalization projeatesthe late 1990s continued the
steady increase of temporary and provisional Kotkaspora in the U.S for further
educatiorf’ English language education became considerechasessary personal asset
for upward mobility and an ideological tool to @féntiate oneself from others. This
study abroad educational trend was so remarkahtettattracted a significant number of
international students from early kindergartneranoersity students to English-

speaking countries, and in particular the ¢}.$heir education completed, temporary

History,” in Q&A: Queer in Asian Amerigads. David Eng and Alice Hom
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 282-

0 From 1997 to 2010, the top three countries witarimational students in the U.S. are
China, India, and Korea. For one decade, the nuwid€orean international students
gradually increased in the U.S. See the table 24ual Number of International
Students for Top Three Countries of Origin, Pyo@ap Min, “The Immigration of
Koreans to the United States: A Review of FortyeFYiear (1965-2009) Trends,” in
Koreans in North Americe25-6; Institute of International Education.

*1Youna Kim writes that in “international comparisdtorea has the third largest
absolute number of university students studyin@atbin institutions of higher
education. The number tripled from about 54,000961 to 160,000 in 2003 and

continued to 190,000 in 2006. The top five destomatountries and the approximate
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Korean diasporic individuals chose either to stagheir hostlands or to return to Korea.
Most recently, in 2011, an amended Nationality Bythe Korean government
recognized permanent dual citizenship for any mafisvho meets eligibility conditions
under the Act. The Amendment permits an indivicdw@tling dual citizenship by birth,
such as a U.S. born child whose parents are Soutkald, to preserve both citizenships.
Prior to this, the individual was obligated to stlene citizenship and would
automatically lose Korean citizenship by a set iead? In this sense, the Korean
diaspora from both Korea and the U.S. blurs theatdeation of national belonging and
redefines the meaning of becoming a Korean diasigiire in a transnational world.
Youna Kim asserts that “there is no unified Kordasporic identity or culture; the
disparate fates of diasporic communities prevetitectreation of a common identity and

organization. For instance, Korean language ouceillid not dominate in many Korean

number of Korean students in each country are 8¢33,000), Japan (22,000),
Australia (12,000), as well as Germany (5,200) thedUK (4,000) becoming popular
destinations in recent years.” Kiffiransnational Migration, Media and Identity of Asia
Women 23.

420n January 1, 2011, the Nationality Act No. 1027®ay 4, 2010 (amended from Act
No. 8892 of Mar. 14, 2008) came into law by the igtiry of Justice of South Korea.
Sayuri Umeda, “South Korea: Permanent Dual NatignAllowed after 60
Years,”Global Legal Monitoy August 24, 2010, http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-
news/article/south-korea-permanent-dual-nationalitywed-after-60-years/. Also see
Statutes of the Republic of Korea, “Nationality A@ccessed January 07, 2018,

http://elaw.Klri.re.kr/eng_mobile/viewer.do?hseq848&type=part&key=7.
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diasporic populations. Korean diaspora lacks aunfyanca or a common
consciousness'® Thus, discussing Korean diasporic experiencesandciousness can
contribute to our understanding of an incompleteldvim which contemporary
constructions and interactions between peopleui@dt and nations are constantly in flux
and where the transnational dis/continuity of hurfi@wv engenders issues of child,
women, adoptee and human rights. It is my hopethiisproject will not only present the
reader with a more complete picture of the isspesific to the Korean diaspora, but also
demonstrate how the complexities of that diasparalfel an ever greater number of
diasporas in our increasingly globalized world.ded, liminal diasporic peoples’
experiences and their quests for distinct and devetentities and belonging are greatly
at odds with the crushing trend toward homogertbiy is the hallmark of globalization.
Avtar Brah writes that “diasporas are the sitebagde and new beginning$®
This dissertation focuses on the significance aflyaing the Korean diaspora as an
expression of hope that is implicitly and/or expljcexpressed through performances.
Moreover, Michel S. Laguerre writes that “diaspb&s become a terrain of contention to

obtain equality of status, the emancipation ofsei, and the practice of social justi¢g.”

*3Youna Kim, “Global Korea,” irRoutledge Handbook of Korean Culture and Sogiety
ed. Youna Kim (New York: Routledge, 2017), 247.

4 Avtar Brah,Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identiti@ondon: Routledge,
1996), 193.

%> Michel S. LaguerreThe Postdiaspora Condition: Crossborder Social Betion,
Transnational Schooling, and Extraterritorial Hum&ecurity(New York: Palgrave

Macmillan, 2017), 15.



19

Thus, in addition to the celebratory discourse goridity by which diasporas are often
characterized, and the discussion on inequalityttteaconcept of diasporas generates,
these performances of the Korean diaspora enagfpttctice of social justice”
disrupting the institutionalized systems of powerelation to gender, sexuality, and
nationality. By envisioning new possibilities faadporic spaces, bodies, experiences,
and communities in the tumultuous twenty-first-ceptUnited States, the performances
accentuate a sense of hope and a call for justiteeir critique of the coercive reification
of identity and culture.

Analyzing the connection between mass mediationnaigdation, Arjun
Appadurai theorizes that “diasporic public sphgre$ are no longer small, marginal, or
exceptional. They are part of the cultural dynadafiarban life in most countries and
continents, in which migration and mass mediatiocoastitute a new sense of the global
as modern and the modern as gloB&K slightly different view is that of David Oh who
considers transnational media as a realm with piatdor diasporic individuals and
communities to formulate and reinforce a link teittperceived homelands, thus offering
a symbolic substance that leads them to configlestities in ways that possibly revolt
against marginalizatioff. Youna Kim expands on this idea as she argue$dtesporic

media space is a transnational site of contestatiomhich nation, race, gender, class,

% Arjun AppaduraiModernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globaliion
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996),
*" David Oh,Second-Generation Korean Americans and Transnaltisteglia: Diasporic

Identifications(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2015).
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culture and language continuously interrelate tmpce complex identitie$® With
regard to this formation of diasporic public/medphere, | analyze diasporic dramatic
and artistic spaces—here the performances of tleatodiaspora—that posit crucial
issues of liminal belonging pertaining to racesslagender, and sexuality, and unveil
experiences of kinship and citizenship across Karehthe United States. These
performances open up critical dialogues about insg¢ vulnerability, uncertainty,
ambiguity that are the consequences of liminalrmglny. Through these performance
spaces where performing bodies, language and ¢besamteractions with audience and
community, even artists’ own experiences mergecatidle, the performances of the
Korean diaspora thus manifest artistic and actmisssages that challenge obsolete
representations, create new discourses, and dféarge for the future.
Review of Literature: Contemporary Performances ofthe Korean Diaspora

Since 1990, the visibility of plays written by kkan American playwrights has
grown and a number of anthologies of Asian Ameriglays have been publishéglt
Still, Like Air, I'll Risg edited by Velina Hasu Houston with a forewordRnpberta Uno
embraces one play written by a Korean American dtet) Sung Rno’€leveland
Raining(1995)*° Asian American Dramaedited by Brian Nelson also includes one
Korean American play, Rob Shini$e Art of Waiting1991). In his editor’s notes for
The Art of WaitingNelson writes about the rise of racial conflisegween

Korean/Korean Americans and African Americans presgin film and theatre by non-

8 Kim, Transnational Migration, Media and Identity of AsisVomen10.
9 Velina Hasu Houston, eBut Still, Like Air, I'll Rise(Philadelphia: Temple University

Press, 1997).
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Korean artists and asks: “where were the Koreanriae dramatists?® The anthology
Asian American Plays for a New Generation-edited by Josephine Lee, Don Eitel, and
R. A. Shiomi, offersAsiamnesig2008) written by Sun Mee Chomet, a Korean America
adoptee dramatist whose wdtllow to Be a Korean Womdg2012) is discussed in my
dissertatiorr* A collection of Young Jean Lee’s plays entit®dngs of the Dragons
Flying to Heaven and Other Playsarks the first Korean American drama anthology by
a single authot?

Seven Contemporary Plays from the Korean Diaspotae Americass an
inspiring anthology that motivated me to study Kegean diasporic theater in the
Americas. In her introduction, Esther Kim Lee mens “the plays in this collection

remind us that the Korean diasporic condition—o¥aiagined—can be made

*0 Brian Nelson, edAsian American Drama: 9 Plays from the Multiethhandscape

(New York: Applause Theatre Book Publishers, 1992Y..

*1 Josephine Lee, Don Eitel, and R. A. Shiomi, édsan American Plays for a New
Generation(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011).

2 Young Jean Lee will be the first Asian Americanmamn playwright whose work,
Straight White Menwill be presented on Broadway. This drama abdDaacasian

family set during a Christmas Holiday premierethat Public Theater in New York in
2014. Lee is one of the prominent Korean Ameridegater artists who created critically-
acclaimed works. See Young Jean L®engs of the Dragon Flying to Heaven and Other
Plays(New York: Theatre Communications Group, 2009)ui¥g Jean Lee&Straight

White Men(New York: Dramatists Play Service, Inc., 2017).
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known.”? Lee’s introduction encompasses the definitionpscand features of the
theater of the Korean diaspora. Her selectionsideplays dealing with Korean culture,
such as the concept of a Korean person’s sixtiethday in Lloyd Suh’sAmerican
Hwangap My research builds upon this foundational ovesvid the Korean diaspora in
the Americas, conceptualizing liminal belongingtgsertains to the experience and
identity formation of Korean American family, womeand adoptees.

Another work by LeeA History of Asian American Theatés based on
interviews and archival research and provides f@mduction to the who, what, where,
how, and why of Asian American theatrd,locumenting the historical context of the
birth and growth of Asian American theatre. Leelaiys the three waves of Asian
American theater: the first wave consists of tigt fiour theater companies that shaped
Asian American theater in the 1960s and 1970ss¢lcend wave challenges mainstream
theater of the 1980s through the visibility of Asidmerican theater; and emerging in the
1990s, the third wave of artists negate “the bir@dngice [between being ethnic or
whitening out their ethnicity as theater artistsil ahe responsibility of representing their
entire group. Instead, [the third-wave artists]dretp tell their individual stories, in
which the Asian American identity is only a parttbéir complex experiencé>The
play and performance analyses in my investigatpmilight Korean diasporic dramatists

and performing artists who belong to this poollofd-wave Asian American theater,

%3 Lee,Seven Contemporary Plays from the Korean Diaspothé Americasxvi.
>4 Esther Kim LeeA History of Asian American Theatf€ambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 6.

%% |pid., 203.
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thus strengthening the discourses of Korean diaspwozater for the next wave and
beyond.

Josephine Lee’Berforming Asian America: Race and Ethnicity on the
Contemporary Stagea pioneering work that has contributed to the fation of a
scholarly bridge between Theater and Performanedie€3t and Asian American
Studies—conceptualizes Asian American theateragieal subject, examining race and
ethnicity pertaining to Asian American experience @entity>® Although this
monograph does not fully discuss Korean adoptieatér and does not have a specific
focus on Korean American artists in theater anfop@rance, Lee investigates early
works about Korean adoption and adoptees produgddhéater Mu (later Mu
Performing Arts) withiMask Dancg1993 and 1995) anthe Walleye Kid1998) in
“Asian America Is in the Heartland: Performing KaneAdoptee Experience.” In this
article, Lee discusses how the representationooédh adoptees and their experiences
in both productions reveal the complexity of No#ttmerican racial politics! In my third
chapter, | concentrate on adoptees’ autobiograprepaesentations of birth searches and

reunions.

*% Josephine Lederforming Asian America: Race and Ethnicity on@matemporary
Stage(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997).

7 Josephine Lee, “Asian America Is in the Heartld®erforming Korean Adoptee
Experience,” inAsian North American ldentities: Beyond the Hypless. Eleanor Ty
and Donald C. Goellnicht (Bloomington: Indiana Usisity Press, 2004), 102-116. Also
see Keiko Furuki, “Masking’ and ‘Unmasking’ Kore#doptees—On Rick Shiomi’s

Mask Dancg EurAmerica4l, no. 4 (2011): 949-974.
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Other works reveal how bodies become a realm fiste@pological examination
of racial formation in the U.S. in terms of bothi@ds American Studies and Theater and
Performance Studies. David Palumbo-LiAsian/American: Historical Crossings of a
Racial Frontierfocuses on constructions of Asian American idegithroughout the
history of Asians in the U.S. Palumbo-Liu noted the significant elements used to
construct Asian America such as “immigration lawestific racism, economic and
social policies, and cultural practices,” werebalsed on notions and “imaginings of the
racialized Asian/American body and psychieKaren Shimakawa’slational Abjection:
The Asian American Body Onstagrutinizes the relation between affect and the
theatrical representation of Asian Americans inh®. that creates a distorted,
discomforted, and disconnected dimension of thaigimerican body on stage and in
theater history? In addition,Queering Contemporary Asian American Afters an
interdisciplinary analysis of multiple Asian Ameait art works that disrupt normativity
and hegemony in terms of race, gender, sexuathyjaty, and nationality® Delving
into the relationships between body, habit, andtithein various modes of Asian
American performances such as theater, literafiimg,and online video performance, Ju

Yon Kim’s The Racial Mundane: Asian American Performancetaed=Embodied

*8 David Palumbo-LiuAsian/American: Historical Crossings of a RaciabRtier
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 7.

%9 Karen Shimakawa\ational Abjection: The Asian American Body Onstéerham:
Duke University Press, 2002).

% | aura Kina and Jan Christian Bernabe, €iseering Contemporary Asian American

Art (Seattle: University Of Washington Press, 2017).
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Everydaytheorizes the embodied everyday as a “vital larasuigh which to reexamine
the supposed paradox of Asian American racial ftiona®" In particular, the chapter
entitled “Making Change: Interracial Conflict, CesRacial Performance” analyzes the
embodiment of Korean American merchants durind_ti#e riots in Kimchee and
Chitlins by Elizabeth Wong (1990) and Anna Deavere Smitlwdight: Los Angeles,
1992(1993). In this dissertation, | also view Koreasign/American body in
contemporary theater and performance works asfarpetive text that disrupts space
and time to envision a new understanding of raama ethnic identity, community, and
belonging.

Two recent articles about two Korean American plagits find a common
imagining of the Korean diaspora as a continuummeoting Korea and Korean America.
A 2016 publication by Elizabeth Son focuses ort-fiysneration Korean American writer
Chungmi Kim and three versions of her play—the aoeversiorirhe Comfort Women
(1995), the subsequent full-lengttanako(1999), and the Korean language vers\aii
(2005-9)—about the approximately two hundred thadsgirls and women sexually
enslaved by the Japanese Imperial military armyHer‘comfort” of their troops before

and during World War 1f? Although her article “Transpacific Acts Of Memorgénters

%1 Kim, Racial Mundang19.

%2 Elizabeth W. Son, “Transpacific Acts of Memory:€éTAfterlives of Hanako, Theatre
Survey57, no. 2 (2016): 264—74. Son'’s recently publishedk,Embodied Reckonings
examines how surviving Korean sexual slaves (atemk as “comfort women”),

activists, and artists have employed performancansé demand justice and redress.
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on Kim’s play(s) about “comfort women,” Son writémat the playwright’s setting of her
story in the United States “frames it as a trarisnat Asian American narrativé>As
such, the article speaks of immigration, Korearsjgoma, memory (especially traumatic
memories associated with homeland), and how theed@tates becomes a “site for
remembering for second-generation Asian Americalis\jing] the playwright to
explore the participation of Asian Americans, parfarly those of Korean descent, in the
transnational social movemerif.Ju Yon Kim'’s “In the Space Made from Separation”
analyzes playwright Mia Chung’s 2012 to 2017 prdituns ofYou for Me for Yoif® By
examining the play’s story of two sisters separat®they left North Korea, one arriving
in the United States, the other trapped at thelNgdrean border with China, Kim points
up issues about Korean American immigration ancettension of American power via
the Korean diaspora, and communicates how “a drasfeeling of simultaneous
estrangement and attachment [is] connected tatarpisf migration.®® Following this
idea of a contested conjunction across Korea anddfoAmerica, | interpret the Korean
diaspora in theater as a practice of forming dieasgmntinuum which allows us to

contextualize various types of social constructismsh as race, class, gender, and

SeeEmbodied Reckonings: “Comfort Women,” Performaraze] Transpacific Redress

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018).

** bid., 267.

** Ibid., 268.

® Ju Yon Kim, “In the Space Made from Separationréém American Performances of
North Korea in Revision,Journal of Asian American Studi2, no. 3 (2017): 313-343.

% |pid., 3109.
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sexuality both in “homeland” and in hostland in @efhbelonging is transnationally
constructed, reconstructed, and/or deconstructed.

Rey Chow uses the term diaspora as an incursiansgtgessentialist narratives
derived from Orientalist philosophy and sexist oadilism®’ Chow states that “the
weight of old ideologies being reinforced over awver again is immense”; thus, the
performances of the Korean diaspora are an imageatterrogation in which history,
experiences, and identities are resituated, disdj@nd transformed within and beyond
the North American boundarié$The strategic expressions of the performances are
heterogeneous rather than homogeneous, polyvdberridan univocal, and extra- or
inter-territorial rather than territorial. My digsation on Korean diasporic theater and
performance not only sheds a new light on the seteted research fields of Theater and
Performance Studies and Asian/Korean Diaspora &ubut also magnifies
contemporary discourses on Asian/Korean Americarakrand gender politics in the
U.S., charting actual and imagined experiencesrohél belonging on stage and in

performance between the U.S. and Korea. Perforthimg{orean diaspora is essential to

%" Rey ChowWriting Diaspora: Tactics of Intervention in Contearary Cultural
StudiegBloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 17.

%8 «“Essentialist notions of culture and history; cenvative notions of territorial and
linguistic propriety, and the ‘otherness’ ensuingti them; unattested claims of
oppression and victimization that are used meebilt-trip and to control; sexist and
racist reaffirmations of sexual and racial diveesithat are made merely in the name of
righteousness—all these forces create new ‘solidarwhose ideological premises

remain unquestioned.” Ibid.
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attack the outdated yet constantly reinforced Qaigst/racist and sexist ideologies that
Chow so adeptly identifies.
Outline

This dissertation starts with an analysis of korédmerican families in Diana
Son’sSatellites(2006), Lloyd Suh’dAmerican Hwanga2007), and Julia Cho’s
Auberging(2016). Broadly interpreting ritualistic Koreanlttuwal elements utilized in
these three plays, | argue that home becomes a #patareimagines the Korean diaspora
as a trans-historical, interracial, and cross-caltoonstruction. Depicting an important
life stage such as a child’s one hundredth-daybcat®n, a sixtieth birthday, and a
deathwatch, each play dramatizes how Korean Amefaaily members negotiate with
these moments in life with a Korean cultural apateen of each life event. Not only do
these dramatic engagements with the conceptuakeleof rites of passage offer the
plays a depth of interpretation of life and dedilt, the spatial configurations in the three
plays reflect the transformative condition of ther&an diaspora in the process of
revealing how homecoming, homemaking, and homebrgale mutually integrated
into each play. In this chapter, | conceptualize¢bnstruction and spatial imagination of
liminal belonging through the dramatization of Kamediasporic families. | demonstrate
how the house as a spatial construction where yam@imbers of different generations,
cultures, and races meet, confront, and recondttfeeach other, visually discloses states
of the Korean diaspora. In the three plays, thibiggcture of liminal belonging does not
entrap becoming a Korean diaspora with pessimignnablier renovates its space as an

area for diasporic hope in between histories, geitars, and memories.
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| develop this notion of liminal belonging in thalbwing chapter by examining
the Korean diasporic female body in performancé aascMargaret Cho’s stand-up
comedy acts (2017), Dohee Lee’s ritual performari2@s7), and visual artist Miru
Kim’'s photographed site-specific performance (20Q8)ying out the three different
genres, Cho’s queer Koreanness on stage, Lee’sceméot of Korean shamanism, and
Kim’s naked body in public spaces manifest a dimeegion of the Korean diaspora that
exemplifies the efficacy of engaging with the cqrtoaf belonging through body as a
liminal conduit. To be specific, these artists’ getsive bodily compositions as a medium
not only disrupt the sexual, spiritual, and spat@malcy that molded a racialized
femininity within U.S. society but also formulataitopic community of extraordinary
care. These three Korean diasporic women artists ilacommon the disruptive uses of
their body to challenge normativity with regarddigersity within sexual identities,
ethnic solidarity, spiritual engagement for commwmanmunication, and spatial
relationship. Queering the worlds and experimentitgin a community through their
bodily engagements are their way of formulatingea sense of belonging through
performanceé® Moreover, using their bodies as a realm to geaexatl/or transmit
emotions such as anger, mournfulness, and lonslingke three different forms of
performance, the Korean diasporic women artistdianly and/or explicitly disseminate

a ray of hope for the trans/formations of community

% The term queer here is broadly applied to theetkfitiation, defamiliarization, and
deterritorialization of normativity in terms of aeity, spirituality, and spatiality that

governs socio-cultural meanings of what it meanset@a woman and part of the diaspora.
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The last chapter investigates the complicationmoinal belonging in
contemporary representations of transnational expegs such as birth search and
reunion in Korean American adoptees’ autobiograghiweater including solo
performances by Sun Mee Chometiow to Be a Korean Womg2012) and Marissa
Lichwick in Yellow Dresg2012), and Eric Sharp’s full-cast pl&diddle Brother(2014).
These theater pieces complicate what it means doedh American adoptees to be part
of the Korean diaspora by disclosing the artiste-@and post-adoption experiences both
in the U.S. and South Korea. The artists—througlr tiestimony-performances—also
create a space of witnessing the history and gescbf transnational adoption. With their
works representing their own liminal experiencelsp@et, Lichwick, and Sharp unvelil
their complicated belonging by deconstructing fédekefs about transnational adoption
and revealing racial, gendered, and class scaptsell as citizenship and kinship scripts,
forced upon them by both Korean and American ceftuin addition, the performances
of these three Korean American adoptee artistsedpose the politics and economics
that brought about transnational adoption as ateexl how race and patriarchy have
played a part in the oppression of women and #f&dking of children. The significance
of these pieces launches crucial questions comteatioptees’ rights to fundamental
women’s, children’s and human rights. Cautious &lioel problematic classification of
Korean adoptees as a part of the Korean diasgwahapter particularly focuses on the
three autobiographical stories that explicitly thse liminal position and identity
experiences in the course of adoptees being expgodmath Korean and American
cultures. The three artists thus reconfigure ttimdien of Korean diasporic history as a

voluntary act of mobilizing oneself in a one-wayvament from Korea to the U.S., but
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most importantly, the performances make publicdam of a “forgotten/forced”
diaspora—that of Korean adoptees in the U.S. aeid lirth search and reunion
narratives from the despair of injustice to thedégr redress.

It is impossible to make an argument about thereaitispectatorship without
obtaining hard data as to the specifics of theatasid ethnic composition and gender
and sexual identifications of audiences for théremtin of each production and
performance that | discussed in this dissertafie viewing audience of the productions
| attended was mainly white within fairly large #tecal venues in Los Angeles and New

York. The audience both at Julia Ché&sbergineand Dohee Lee’Bu/& was

predominantly white with some spectators of Easaslescendant (I heard some
speaking Korean). Audiences at both Margaret CReigCHOandFresh Off the Bloat
performed in New York City, were diverse in ternigace, gender, and sexuality, but
Asian spectators were relatively small in numbérc@go proved to be an exception
where Asian spectators were a majority at a smedlermunity theatre production of
Lloyd Suh’sAmerican Hwangajpnd in a very small performance space where | saw
Marissa Lichwick’sYellowDressperformed as part of a Korean adoptee community
event. In my opinion, these performances of thesldordiaspora offer an intimate
experience of and for Korean or Korean Americanenmes whether or not they relate to
the story, characters, or performers. All of thekgadiscussed in this study, however,
present an opportunity in which non-Korean audisrgan crossover through seeing,
participating, and feeling the Korean diasporicexignces on stage and in performance

space.
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The three chapters of my dissertation discloseXperiences and identities of the
Korean diaspora embodying Korean cultures, histamg, memory as the nine artists
chosen across a wide range of theatre and perfaenaorks show that belonging is
liminal and hopeful. For these artists who confegudiversify, and complicate the
Korean diaspora, belonging may be something thaschdor but, in the end, it is
something they come to realize that they must eratthemselves before they can offer

to express it to audiences in the form of healimg) @econciliation.



33

CHAPTER 1
FROM KOREAN AMERICAN HOME TO A SPACE OF LIMINAL BEDNGING:

THE CONFIGURATION OF THE KOREAN DIASPORA IN FAMILYDRAMAS

Introduction

The subject of home is inextricable from discusibthe diaspora in the United
States because home is a primary social construttirough which family members
experience issues of identity formation, cultunajenerational conflict, and negotiation
and tension pertaining to ethnic and racial diffieesin the North American context. To
analyze the interrelated relationship between diespnd home, | selected Lloyd Suh’s
American Hwanga2007), Diana Son’Satellites(2006), and Julia ChoAubergine
(2016)/° These plays dramatize the variations of a Korearercan family as imagined
by 1.5 generation Korean American playwrights emipig Korean cultural rites of
passagesAmerican Hwangagplepicts a sixtieth birthday as the center of theative of a
prodigal Korean American father's homecoming tolthnited States; an infant’s

upcoming hundredth-day birthday, casually mentidmgd Korean nanny character,

0] attended a 2017 Chicago productiorAaferican Hwangaplirected by Helen Young,
co-produced by Halcyon Theatre and A-Squared Téehtr2016, | attended the New
York premiere ofAuberginedirected by Kate Whoriskey at Playwrights HoriZons
Mainstage Theater. For the analysisSatellites | used the text iSeven Contemporary

Plays from the Korean Diaspora in the Amerieasted by Esther Kim Lee.
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symbolically integrates into the inter-racial caeiplsurvival story oSatellites and
family members prepare for and face the deathb#laved at home iAubergine

In the process of embodying Korean cultural expees as imagined
interventions, these three plays formulate the Kormiaspora on stage by placing home
in specific relationships: iAmerican Hwangaphome is found between histories;
in Satellitesbetween races; and Auberginebetween cultures. In all three plays the
space of home is used—through the stage configmstlayouts, and set changes—as a
concept to reflect meanings of relationships betnwa®racters, nations, and memories
for Korean American families. lAmerican Hwangagpaces are vertically aligned but
separated. The house’s basement, main floor, upstadroom and the garden’s tree
bottom and top represent Korea’s splintered hisaéoiy the Chun family’s divided
history. As inAmerican Hwangapthere is a vertical alignment of spacé&etellitesin
which the Brooklyn brownstone has three levels. ifterracial couple’s new house,
constantly under construction, is symbolic of thadatic interplay of racial, ethnic, social,
and psychological spaces which the characters inmbve between, and/or are
restricted to/from. IlAubergine the characters’ memories connect Korean and/or
American cultures through horizontal spaces. Chara@nd objects move laterally
throughout the malleable organization of the stgggce in the non-linearity of the story
but the characters’ memories move through timehercsspaces where events occurred: a
kitchen late at night, a hectic restaurant kitcleeppor student’s dining table in Korea,
and a refugee camp.

Interwoven with the theme of the space of hombestheme of the Korean

intruder as in all three plays, a Korean “outsidest only intrudes on the lives of the
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characters but becomes a catalyst for eventsahawftheir infringement of physical
spaces and emotional boundaries. The “Koreanndésbése Korean intruders
encroaches on the already configured Korean Amehcane and unearths issues that
trigger unresolved conflicts within the family unithe intruders bring with them Korean
cultural experiences that transform the idea of d@s a stable and fixed space, thus
initiating factors of re-mapping the cartographyKairean American home toward a
space of liminal belonging.

The plays contest the North American master naeatof the American dream
and model minority; moreover, they clash with tleendrcations of the ethnic and
national boundary. These contested configuratibtiseoKorean diaspora in the dramatic
works do not attempt to achieve the playwright®siuor their ethnic roots or to express
a nostalgic feeling about the culture of their ataes. Rather, this chapter argues that the
Korean American home in the three plays becom@seesof liminal belonging. This
generative imagination interacts with history, raaed culture, which mediate the
multiple identities and diverse experiences oftthmans who occupy and reside in that
structure. In this sense, | conceptualize thedizied home as the site of the new
configuration of the Korean diaspora, de-territiziag provincialism and ethnocentrism
and re-territorializing a liminal location of theokean diaspora with a hopeful future. The
Korean diaspora, thus configured, exists as a Spéaesecting with Korean history,
racial and ethnic tension in the United States,@nds-cultural and intergenerational

struggle and reconciliation.
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Ritual for a Rebirth in Lloyd Suh’s American Hwangap

Lloyd Suh is a New York City-based playwright amchember of the Ma-Yi
Writers Lab since 2004. Suh’s plays inclidasha No Homé002),The Garden
Variety (2006),The Children of Vonderl{2007),Happy End of the Worl(2010),Jesus
in India (2012),Great Wall Story(2012),The Wong Kids in the Secret of the Space
Chupacabra Gol[2013), andCharles Francis Chan Jr's Exotic Oriental Murder Mgry
(2015). Some of his shorter plays inclutléh a Hammer & A Nai(2002),Not All
Korean Girls Can FIy(2006), andHappy Birthday William Abernath§2z008).Masha No
Homepremiered in 2002 at the Ensemble Studio TheatMew York and in 2003
produced by East West Players in Los Angeldsarles Francis Chan Jr's Exotic
Oriental Murder Mysteryvas produced at the National Asian American Theate
Company (NAATCO) in 2015, in 2017 at the Guthriee@tre by Mu Performing Arts
and at Princeton Universitfhe Wong Kids in the Secret of the Space Chupadablra
had its world premiere at the Children’s TheatrenPany in 2013 and was staged at La
Mama by the Ma-Yi Theater Company in 2014. Subrsat Wall Storyopened at the

Denver Center Theatre Company in 261Zhe world premiere afesus in India

"L«“About Lloyd Suh,” Ma-Yi Theater Company, accesdeduary 24, 2017, http://ma-
yitheatre.org/labbies/lloyd-suhloyd Suh has received support from the NEA Arena
Stage New Play Development program, NYFA, NYSCAode Foundation, TCG and
Dramatists Guild. His plays have been publishe@&amnuel French, Playscripts, Smith &
Kraus, Duke University Press and American Theatggamine. Suh is an alum of
Youngblood and the Soho Rep Writer/Director Lab ftnth 2005-2010 served as

Artistic Director of Second Generation and Co-Dioeof the Ma-Yi Writers Lab. He
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occurred at San Francisco’s Magic Theatre in 20tRim New York debut was
produced by the Ma-Yi Theater in 20%3American Hwanga§2009) is one of Suh’s
full-length plays, the world premiere of which waisected by Trip Cullman in San
Francisco at the Magic Theatre in 2009; its Newkvfmmemiere was at the Wild Project
Theater, produced by Ma-Yi Theater and the Play oy, also in 2009; the Asian
premiere was at Tanghalang Pilipino at Culturalt€eaf the Philippines in 2010. The
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation supported these thmeelpctions as a part of the Lark
Play Development Center’s “Launching New Plays thi® Repertoire Initiative.” This
play also premiered in Korea at the Guerilla Theatr2012 produced by the Pacific
Conservatory of the Performing Arts (PCPA) anchatiialcyon Theatre in Chicago
produced by A-Squared in 2017. Suh was awardedraaYdek State Council on the Arts

Individual Artist grant in 2005 foAmerican Hwangap®

currently serves on the Dramatists Guild Counad has served as Director of Artistic
Programs at the Lark since 2011.

"2 Jesus in Indiavas the subject of controversy in 2015 due tooalpetion by Clarion
University in Pennsylvania. Outraged by the faet they had cast two white student
actors for the parts of Indian characters, Sulsiadithat the parts be recast or cancelled.
The production was cancelled. See Diep Tran, “@rRlghts of Playwrights and White
Tears,”American TheatreNovember 16, 2015,
http://www.americantheatre.org/2015/11/16/on-tlgs-of-playwrights-and-white-
tears/.

3 Lloyd Suh is also a recipient of the New York Fdation for the Arts Fellowship both

in 2004 and in 2016. He was awarded an Off-Broadfgnce Award for Best Family
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American Hwangajs about a fifty-nine-year-old Korean man, Min Stikun,
who has been an absent husband and father faerfiftears since his lay-off from an
American company. When he returned to South Kdredeft his wife and three children
behind in the U.S. The story revolves around Mik’'Stomecoming to Texas for his
sixtieth birthday, where he reunites with his fanlt finds himself a familial intruder in
the house in which live his ex-wife, Mary, who leen the matriarchal leader since he
left, and their youngest son, Ralph, who is antadiieir daughter, Esther, and their
eldest son, David, have already moved out. At #ggariming of the play in Scene 3 when
Min Suk first arrives in Texas, he tells Esthertthe first left the United States because
he was fired from his products engineer job duiéoobsolescence of his trade. He also
talks to her about the fact that when he returnesiduth Korea, he realized that even
there he was “one lifetime too laté"'He does not elaborate about his life during those
fifteen years, the details of which have been keh his family in America; however,
his secret life story is revealed to the audiehceugh a phone conversation between
David and Esther. Arguing that Min Suk should netdecepted by other family
members, David reveals to Esther that their fathees in prison in South Korea, a fact
David discovered when he went to South Korea tdgertheir father to come to the

United States for Esther’s first wedding.

Show 2014 and the 2014 American Alliance for The&tfEducation Distinguished Play
Award for The Wong Kids in the Secret of the Space Chupadabl&ee “About Lloyd
Suh,” accessed January 24, 2017, http://ma-yiteeaty/labbies/lloyd-suh/.

" Lloyd Suh,American Hwangajn Seven Contemporary Plays from the Korean

Diaspora in the America®9.
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Each family member welcomes the return of the galdiatherin different ways.
David, a thirty-five-year-old investment bankemMNew York City, is the only family
member who will not attend his father’s sixtieththday celebration. David’s reticence
about returning for this event reflects his unresdlfeelings about his father. David
resents his father’s irresponsibility and callossnleecause he cannot accept what his
father did to his entire family, leaving it behirat,because he is concealing something
about himself just as his father had done to mslfa He also does not understand his
mother’s, sister’s, and younger brother’s gestdirentbracing the father again. David’s
cold rejection of his father reflects his fearstthién Suk may leave him and his family
again; as a result, he refuses to see his fathedtisn as an act of redemption. In Scene
16, although David clearly states “I will not becemy father,” the act of distancing
himself from the family on this occasion makes Iseem more like his fathé&t.

According to Suh’s description of Esther Chun, Esik a thirty-one-year-old
“forever student.” She has multiple degrees ardlilistaking classes after two divorces.
When Min Suk arrives in Texas for the first timéeathis fifteen-year absence, Esther
shares an unemotional meal with him at a dinenelinmonologue toasting her father’s
birthday, Esther expresses her mixed feelings amioutind his long absence and recalls
a telling memory about him:

ESTHER: Funny thing about birthdays. You left josfore I turned
sixteen, | remember you sent a card. It says “léri3reat, You Just
Turned Eight.” | got nothing the year after, butiydid send a Sweet

Sixteen card when | turned eighteen. So | actusadht you a sixtieth

"> Suh,American Hwangap139.
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birthday card about ten years ago, maybe you gbtian’t know, but

| thought at the time you might find it funny. Yeweren’t there for

either one of my weddings, but | did get the toagtel sent after my

first divorce!®
In Scene 13, she reveals to her father that diméngecond marriage she gave birth to a
child who was stillborn. In th8an Francisco Chronicle review of the world premiere
at the Magic Theatre, Robert Hurwitt states thatnmerican Hwangapquestions linger.
Memories differ and no one’s account of the pagiresent is completely reliable.
Aspects of the siblings’ lives and relationshipsmain unexplained” This is particularly
true about Esther’s past and the lives of the tliings, one in the house and the other in
New York. While it is obvious that the three silggreact to their father’'s homecoming
differently in the play, it is unclear the exteatwhich each of their lives, particularly her
troubled past, has been affected by the absente ddther. Esther's emotional reaction
toward her mother, who seems to so readily acceptauk’s return and his presence at
home, is clear: resentment. In Scene 10, Mary fllady tells her that Min Suk didn’t
come back of his own volition: she invited him fos hwangap Esther is astounded by
Mary telling her that asking her ex-husband to ctvaek home was something she did

for her, David, and especially Ralph, the youngest

® Suh,American Hwangap103.
""Robert Hurwitt, “More than 6 degrees separateftmisly,” San Francisco Chronicle
April 13, 2009, http://www.sfgate.com/opinion/atétMore-than-6-degrees-separate-

this-family-3245113.php#photo-2393389.
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Mary Chun is Min Suk’s fifty-eight-year-old ex-wifevho now speaks proficient
English. The difference in language abilities betwéhese two middle-aged people is a
measure of how well they have adjusted to AmeridanShe, the well-adapted one—
who wants to be called by her new English name yMdras become the leader of the
family by default in the absence of her husbanerBhough Mary invited Min Suk for
his sixtieth birthday, she does not accept himtraytiay. Although the night before the
party Mary allows a renewal of their (sexual) riglaship, in Scene 8 she tells Min Suk:
“I'm not the woman you knew, maybe last night washiliar, but | live a different life
here, without you, I'm nimble and I'm out in the way | have dife, do you see? Ask
anyone in the local real estate game and theY{'y¢el, that Mary, she can head’em up
and move’em out’® Mary still has feelings for this man, even thostie has changed
into a confident and assertive woman.

American Hwangapegins with a monologue by Ralph Chun, the young@s.
Wearing a traditional Korean outflianbok(st=) and holding a small cup, he starts
talking about a poem he wrote called “American Hgam” The play never reveals what
the poem sounds like, but | view this entire playagheatrically composed poem of
“American Hwangap” that depicts each family membenemory, feeling, and future.
Suh describes the twenty-nine-year-old Ralph adlidmt, damaged. Lives in his
mother's basement® Whereas David has held on to his anger againgattier, and
Esther has mixed feelings about him, Ralph seemar®for and want his father back in

his life. Ralph’s emotional problem is never statewdt it is understood that he suffered

"8 Suh,American Hwangapl13-4.

® |pid., 87.
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some kind of mental breakdown that has left himbleéo mature emotionally. He does
not have a job yet but has some friends in thehieichood, although all much younger
than he is. He is kind-hearted and optimistic yenhp to angry outbursts; he is also quite
talented and brilliantly imaginative. In Scene E8ther reads to her mother a passage
from Ralph’s composition book that she found inltagsement. Esther is surprised to
realize how talented her “damaged” brother is,NMdaty confesses that she has read
many of Ralph’s stories, especially since he haseweral occasions left his notebook
open on the kitchen counter.

Hwangap(ztz, %) means the age of sixty in East Asian culturesangap
symbolizes that you have completed the sexageryatg of the lunar calendar, the sum
of the ten celestial stems and the twelve teraddtranches, thus setting off another cycle
of life. In the play, when Min Suk states that h@"$aby,” it signifies a restart of his life
as he finishes the first cycle of life accordinghis Korean cultural ideolodi.In Korea,
relatives of the one who just turns sixty tradiatiy organize a big ceremony to celebrate
the sixtieth birthday callebwangapianchi (22 z+x1).%! The party comprises diverse types
of food, congratulatory speeches, and celebraterfjppmances such as songs and dances

for guests such as one’s neighbors, friends, vesticolleagues, acquaintances. This

8 n the past, a person’s average life expectancymuach shorter than sixty, so one’s
sixtieth birthday means celebrating the personigéwity and wishing a healthier and
wealthier life in the next cycle of life. Nowadayke average life expectancy is much
longer, so many Korean people often skip or minefe size of the ceremony and just
partake in a big meal with family members or otfex parents a trip.

81 |1n English,hwangap janchis also written aBwangap janche
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convivial event not only celebrates longevity arngdresses the wish for a better and
healthier upcoming life cycle, but also rejoicesha triumphs of a successful financial
and family life, the proof of which are the meansnvite and feed a number of people
with whom the celebrant has established relatigrsshin other worddywangap janchia
sixtieth birthday ceremony, is a socio-cultural vat which a guest can measure the
host’s reputation and the wealth that has beennagiated in the first cycle of his or her
life. There are many criteria by which people caaleate the host’s life in a materialistic
way: how many people attend, where the party id,vehat kind of food is served, and
which performers are invited to help celebratelindhday. InAmerican Hwangapthe
elaborate festivity of this ceremonial event fée’s restart is very much missing from
Min Suk’s sixtieth birthday, reflecting his assuniéallure,” the loss of patriarchal
powers, and a revision of the binary power betweatriarchy and patriarchy. Instead,
each of the characters (except for David in NewkY delivers a congratulatory speech
as a monologue with no other family members offiesids present. The stage direction
of Scene 15, the scene of Min Suk’s valedictoryesheexplains Min Suk’s sixtieth
birthday party: “CHUN stands in a suit and tie. RAL, in hishanbok sits with
ESTHER and MARY at the dining-room table, each vaittmall cup. A birthday cake,
plates, dishes, and a bottle of sojfilh this scene, he also speaks about his unsuatessf
first cycle of life.

CHUN: | was not allowethwangap janché Korea. My brother tells me |

cannot havganchewithout wife, without children, in Korea | cannot

stand up and say | lived a life when was fill sbh & shame. [...] But

82 Suh,American Hwangapl35.
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when you are sixty you can have much bigger padn wwhat | have

now. | want you each of you children when you axéygo stand in

real your home, with family you desire, to look kamn sixty years

you lived and feel proud, okay? Not like fite.
Min Suk’s family-onlyhwangap janchsuggests that his American dream in the United
States was not successful in his first cycle @f lfeffrey Santa Ana examines the
“media’s imaging of happiness, optimism, anxietyd &ar in the depiction of Asians as
figures of economic opportunity and threat,” arguihat “Asian America’s importance
[is] in the making of a capitalist culture of enayts—a culture producing and
maintaining the ideals of liberal personhood artiviidualism.®* In this culture of
reinforcing the ideas of liberal personhood andviiddialism in the United States, the
concept of the American dream has been fed to imanig by the narratives of upward
mobility and materialistic prosperity constructedoe the “true” standards of happiness.
The compulsory pursuit of happiness rooted in ta@talistic rhetoric of the American
dream is to obtain material comfort and gain shéttan destitution and unpredictability;
happiness is thus a feeling that is, in Santa Awasls, “compressed with the cultural
meanings and social relationships of belongingadls & person and an individu&P”

When the first cycle of Min Suk’s life derailed frothe proper track of the American

8 Suh,American Hwangapl35.
84 Jeffrey Santa And&Racial Feelings: Asian America in a Capitalist Gué of Emotion
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2015), 6.

8 |pid., 5.
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dream, he abandoned his life in America and rarydw&orea, but even there he was
unable to find meaning or a sense of belonging.

For thishwangapcelebration, not only does Min Suk encroach upenhome
physically but he also infringes emotionally on lives of his family members, trying
very hard to re-connect with his daughter Estherelder son David. Min Suk’s
Koreanness estranges the logic of conversationhistbroken English (“because when
you said to me this is not my home. Yes. But | hay#an”$® and his non sequiturs
(“you know Kim Jong II? [...] He has nuclear weapww [...] Is unexpected

situation”)®’

however, it is Min Suk’s “performance” of this Keanness as a “non-
assimilating” stranger that infringes on spacdahkdiner scene with Esther and Min

Suk, the view from the window booth where theystiéng gives out on the Texan
mountains and desert; Min Suk’s talk of the Nortbréan leader and South Korean
mountains jars with the landscape of the Americast\Mespecially when he insists to
Esther that he used to be a cowboy and that heptavg to “relearn cowboy way®

Inside Mary’s house, he is the only one (aside f\dany) who gets to be in both levels

of the house: the basement and the ground flooeuda takes over the tree in the garden
when he climbs it drunk. There is also a scene hiithand Ralph fishing in a boat on a
lake—an important location, as it is the first amdly time we see Ralph outside his

mother’s home. In whichever location Min Suk firfdsself, his presence does not seem

to fit; and yet, he still attempts to integrate betf into the surroundings. Even though at

8 Suh,American Hwangapl43.
%7 Ibid., 95-96.

88 |pid., 98.
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the end of the play there is a glimmer of hopeMar Suk in that he plans to stay in
Mary’s house (albeit living in the basement asaatstg point), he nevertheless remains a
diasporic figure whose “home” is in constant flietween the intersections of nations,
histories, cultures, languages, family identitigsaces, and belonging.

The intersection between the Korean American faunilg the history of
twentieth-century Korea is imagined spatiallyAmerican HwangapEsther Kim Lee
introduces Suh’s play in her anthology, explairtimgt this play was “inspired by two
anniversaries, the sixtieth birthday of Suh’s fatied the sixtieth anniversary of Korea’'s
independence from Japan, which for Suh, symbolicalbresents another sort of
hwangap’®® In Min Suk’s valedictory speech scene, he saysu‘¥now | was born sixty
years ago. Same also is Korea. This is year of &omedependence, so like me these are
countries sixty years old, one whole lifetime. Asaie as with me this country was
create division within itself, broken to two sepgaraountries in which family was
divided.™ Lee explains thatAmerican Hwangajs primarily about the human
experience in the most intimate sense, but it edfects Suh’s thoughts on Korea’s
fractured history** The spatial imagination of Korea’s division dedvieom “Korea’s
fractured history” is staged in Scene 17, set datthie house. After htsvangap

celebration, a drunken Min Suk has climbed a @ed, Mary stands under it. Their

89 American Hwangajs set in 2005, and Korea’s independence fromra@es in 1945.
See Esther Kim Lee, introduction Ammerican Hwangajn Seven Contemporary Plays
from the Korean Diaspora in the Americ&5.

% Suh,American Hwangapl35.

% | ee, introduction téAmerican Hwangap85.
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vertical position represents the geographical ieiahip between North Korea and South
Korea, a remnant of Korea’s ongoing history of sapan since independence. Telling
Mary that “because sixty years is rebirth, wheniZo@nds is a baby born anetf,Min
Suk remarks that he is reborn and proposes to blagiving her a ring. In this scene,
the Chun family’s incomplete reconciliation echdties unachieved reunification between
North and South Korea. Hope for two separate Koagalsfor the Chun family,
particularly with Mary, is expressed through Mink&ustatement that he is reborn and,
as a baby, can once again restart his life.

Lloyd Suh in an interview states that “being thddrlen of immigrants [in the
United States] is about becoming a promise of émsa of diasporic hope. Your parents
moved for opportunities and their children are td@af things that they might not even
be able to imagine’® This sense of optimism and hope is clearly expesy the last
scene in which Min Suk and Ralph are in the basénsern describes this as the
“promise of the sense of diasporic hopéRalph—a jobless permanent resident in the
basement of his mother’'s house—embodies not oelyaiture to become a model
minority, but also the possibility of becoming gpletul future for the Chun family. Min
Suk tells his son that he plans to live in the bas® and work his way up to Mary’s

room, so he wants him to move out of the basensamprisingly, Ralph readily agrees,

%2 Suh,American Hwangapl42.

% Claire Lee, “Korean-American playwright brings soal portrait of immigrant
family,” Korea Herald April 2, 2012,
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=201204020011

% Ibid.
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saying that some musician friends have a house doevhlock and told him he could

live with them anytime he wanted. Mary’s plan tangrMin Suk back home has worked
out very well, then. ThBwangapevent in the play—even though a failure if conside

by the Korean standards of the celebration—becasegcess in that it brings hope
through the renewal of relationships. Thanks tar flbag talks on the phone, Esther and
David rediscover the closeness they once had, andaiinvites Esther to New York.
Mary, although very much entrenched as the leafigrechousehold and taking pride in
her independence, still finds enjoyment in tradii@nd in the possible rekindling of her
relationship to this sixty-year-old prodigal manamt she once truly loved and, even now
after all these years, still does. Ralph and Mik ffud hope in their bonding and in a

new direction for their lives: Min Suk, as he retsito the womblike basement where he
plans to rejuvenate his relationship with Mary #maks his own life as well, and Ralph as
he finally comes out from his cave and attemptgpahdence. The cartography of the
Chun household has changed. At the very end, Ralpbse family members throughout
the play didn’t care to listen to him play guitAnally plays for his father who listens
attentively and, as the stage directions statartsto hum, maybe sing along, or clap in a
steady rhythm. RALPH's playing might not be skilléait it might be beautiful® The
hwangapevent of celebrating Min Suk’s sixtieth birthdaatls him and his family to a

hopeful transformation for a future waiting to estin America.

% Suh,American Hwangap150.
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Survival for Everyone in Diana Son’sSatellites

Diana Son is a New York City-based playwright wdnéisst play,Wrecked on
Brecht was produced at Café La MaMa in New York Cityl887.Stealing Fire based
on the Procne and Philomela myth, was first produteSoHo Rep in New York City in
1992.Joyless Bad Luck Clulwas presented as parttddmefor Contemporary Theatre at
HERE in New York City in 1993R.A.W. ('Cause I'm a Womaig a one-act play which
was first produced at the Public Theater in 1998 @ublished in the anthology
Contemporary Plays by Women of Cold2000 Milesis a one-act play produced at the
No Pants Theatre Company and the Ensemble Studiatienin New York City in 1993.
Boypremiered at La Jolla Playhouse in Los Angeles@6 and was first published in
the anthology/ersion 3.0: Contemporary Asian American Pldisheswas produced at
New Georges in New York City and at People’s Lightl Theater Company in
Philadelphia, both in 1998. Son’s 1998 full-lengtay, Stop Kisswas a huge hit and one
of the longest running plays (nearly four monthsha Public Theater. F&top Kiss
Son was awarded the 1999 GLAAD (Gay and LesbiammAde against Defamation)
Media Award for Outstanding New York Theatre Praduton Broadway or Off-
Broadway Happy Birthday Jacks a one-act play, first staged at the 23rd Humana
Festival of New American Plays, Actors Theatre otiisville in 1999. Son wrote several

short plays includingiberia(2003),Blind Date(2011),Axis (2012), andrhe Moon

% Kathy A. Perkins and Roberta Uno, eBsntemporary Plays by Women of Color

(London: Routledge, 1996).
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Please(2013)?” Son also worked as a writer on television seties s NBC'd.aw and
Order: Criminal Intent TNT’s South LandCBS’sBlue BloodsABC’s American Crime
and the 1999 NBC hitvest Wing®

Satelliteswas her “come-back home” play to the Public Theiat@006 after the
long pause in her professional theater career sircgreat success 8top Kiss
Satellitespoints up several cultural differences by plaangiddle-class mixed couple in
a predominately black neighborhood in Brooklyn, Néark. The play is about Nina, a
woman of Korean descent, and her African Ameriaasbland Miles, who was adopted
by a white family; this interracial couple haveewthy-born baby girl, Hannah. They

have just moved into a new home/office in Brookhuhere spatial transformation based

97 SeeAsian American Playwrights: A Bio-Bibliographicatifical Sourcebook
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 2002), 324-6; See‘Bisma Son,”’Doollee The
Playwrights Databaseaccessed February 7, 2017,
http://www.doollee.com/PlaywrightsS/son-diana.ht@il#39.

% Son has been the recipient of a National Endowmftite Arts/Theatre
Communications Group Residency grant at the Mapef &orum in Los Angeles and a
Brooks Atkinson Fellowship at the Royal Nationak@kre in London. Since 2015, Son
has been the Playwriting Program Co-Chair of theniatists Guild of America’s
Fellows Program, a mentorship and support proga@armléywrights and musical theater
writers. She has received numerous awards inclutiem@erilla Kerr Award for
Playwriting. See Julie Young, “Just A Nice Koreaml Grom Delaware,’'Korean
American StoryJanuary 3, 2011, http://koreanamericanstory.oofjip-of-diana-son-by-

julie-young/.
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on a strategy of gentrification has been in futcéin the neighborhood where the couple
purchased a house.

Although Son does not find a significant meaninglassifying a writer by
ethnicity and recognizes the label of “Asian Aman@laywright” as restrictive, she
answered an interview question about how far Agiarerican theatre has come stating
“we have a tradition to respond to. The earlierggation, like David Henry Hwang,
Philip Gotanda, Jessica Hagedorn, felt the respditgito first present images of Asian
Americans and say ‘we are here.” And | think iing generation who’s going to say, ‘we
are weird.”® Son illustrates the unique Asian American expeeeirougtSatellitesby
dealing with Korean American culture and identitghin the diversity of people in an
urban household settirg’

Son asserts th8atellitesis “not autobiographical, despite the many supefi

similarities.”®* She later clarifies that the non-autobiographstaty does resemble her

% Interview with Diana Son, “The Verbal Mural,” ifokens? The NYC Asian American
Experience on Staged. Alvin Eng (New York: The Asian American Wrgé
Workshop, 1999), 415.

199 Esther Kim LeddentifiesSatellitesas “Son’s most direct commentary on Korean
American identity and culture.” See introductiorSatellitesin Seven Contemporary
Plays from the Korean Diaspora in the Americ247.

191 Jason Zinoman, “Candor as a Cure for Writer's Bfodlew York Timeslune 18,

2006, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/18/theateria8tml.
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life trajectory, stating “I did envision Nina asvirag a similar upbringing as miné*
Son and her character Nina share similarities: Spatents are South Korean immigrants
to the U.S.; Son’s mother is deceased; Son anfictienal Nina are both Korean
Americans with a child, part of an interracial niage (although Son’s husband is white);
her husband works in the computer industry (althouglike Miles in the play, he
wasn’'t unemployed); and they, too, moved to Brookiscussing her growing interest
in her roots since her pregnancy, she states “rapdnd is Caucasian, and when you'’re
pregnant, you start wondering what your kid is gdimlook like [...] | found myself
hoping that my child would have slanty eyes. Tleally surprised me!®®

Esther Kim Lee conceptualizes SoBatellitesas an identity play along with two
other plays by Korean American women playwrigfifsor Lee, the three plays reveal
the playwrights’ refutation of the expectations dadindaries set on their identity as

Asian Americans and as women. Lee further statastie playwrights “open up

192 bjana Son, “Author’s Statemend/ersion 3.0: Contemporary Asian American Plays
397.

1% pid.

194Two other playwrights are Julia Ch@9(Historie3, and Young Jean Le&¢ngs of the
Dragon Flying to Heaven See Esther Kim Lee, “Asian American Women Plagtts
and the Dilemma of the Identity Play: Staging Hettiepic Subjectivities,” in
Contemporary Women Playwrights: into the TwentysF@entury eds. Penny Farfan

and Lesley Ferris (New York: Palgrave Macmillan12)) 244-257.



53

possibilities for more complex understandings ehiity by using the space of the stage
to blur, shatter, and invert their ontological sdbjvity.”*%

Son’s depiction of an interracial marriageSatellitescontinues the dramatization
of race, gender, and sexuality that she develapgdevious worksR.A.W. ("Cause I'm
a Woman)wvas about Asian American women'’s reactions taalcalized and gendered
stereotypes of geishas, exotic mistressesMisdl Saigorike charactersBoydeals with
the construction of sexual identity along with fmielationshipsStop Kissexplores
female friendship and lesbian relationship as droatation with a homophobic society.
Discussing Son’s major works and themes, Esth&ir8.(Esther Kim Lee) states
“although her plays cannot be categorized singuksl‘feminist,” most of them address
women’s issues, including mother-daughter relahgss sisterhood, and gender
discrimination.*®® While Satellitesdoes not solely classify as a “feminist” play, therk
does vividly lay out feminist concerns of race sslagender, and parenthood pertaining to
an Afro-Asian interracial couple in North Americarban spaces. In particular, the issue
of race as a theme came about after Son learnethtimey productions dbtop Kisshad
cast white actresses for the lead character—uttiég@remiere with Asian American
actress Sandra Oh. Son then decided to write asggefic play Satellites™®’

The significance of “Satellites” as a title becorapparent when we realize that

although Nina and Miles are the main charactetkarplay, Hannah is actually the focus

195 ee, “Asian American Women Playwrights and theeBima of the Identity Play,”
255.
1% Kim, “Diana Son,” 323.

107 pid., 396.
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of the story. Just as satellites are both natuwdids and man-made objects that orbit
another body, as such in the play all the charaetas well as all the issues—orbit
around Hannah. At the center®dtellitesare the constant interruptions that Nina, the
Korean American mother, faces in the course of eratly Hannah. In the beginning of
the play, in Scene 2, a rock is thrown and brela&darge living-room window of Nina
and Miles’s new home. This sudden interruptiors ffiysical breaking of the space,
starts a series of intrusions into Nina’s persapalce. These disruptions shake her sense
of security in her career, relationship, identégd motherhood. Nina’'s everyday life is
highly stressed by the needs of her newborn, HarimaNliles’s current unemployed
status; by a struggling freelance architecture wentvith her female friend and co-
worker, Kit; and by the financial burden of theertly purchased house which is still
under construction. Nina’s life is frequently digted by all the “insider” characters, but
especially by “outsiders”: a friendly yet semi-sharican American neighbor, Reggie;
Miles’s adoptive Caucasian brother Eric; the upstaenter, Walter; and the Korean
nanny, Mrs. Chae.

When Reggie, who has lived in the neighborhoodesbith, appears and offers
to get the window replaced, Miles is suspicioukiaf, but Nina gladly accepts his help.
Reggie quickly becomes a regular visitor, alwaypihg with some service or purchase
he offers at better prices thanks to his long-tmaghborhood contacts. Although Miles
accepts his help, he still views Reggie as andarueven at one point suspecting that
he’s a thief and setting up a hidden webcam tegmif. Miles’s brother, Eric, appears at
the house, having just returned from a trip in Akl presence is welcomed by Miles,

but as he encroaches on Miles’s and Nina'’s lif@aNitarts to resent him. Eric gets Miles
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interested in his far-fetched entrepreneurial dedtdoping to get the renter evicted in
order to take over the upstairs room, Eric telesha substantial amount of cash he
brought back from Asia is missing and that he scispé/alter of having stolen it. Nina
spends her time being overprotective of her daughinnah, compensating for Miles’s
refusal to cradle Hannah, as he claims she cries more when he holds her. His
reticence to be a nurturing father and his distdaoa@rd Nina create more tension
between them. Kit patiently takes up the slack figima’s workload but starts to feel
overwhelmed by Nina’s obsessive behavior towardndarand her transitional life in
general. Nina hires a Korean nanny, Mrs. Chaegke tare of Hannah; but after some
time, Nina starts to view Mrs. Chae differentlypesially her “proper” role in the family
space.

In Scene 8, Mrs. Chae appears in Nina’s home offifeging two bowls of the
Korean dish calledhi-yuk-guk(ojei=), a seaweed soup, for Nina and Kit. Mrs. Chae
mentionspaek il (# ).

MRS. CHAE: Soon it will be Hannahjzaek il We must have a big party.
NINA: Paek i? What's that?
MRS. CHAE:Paek ilis for one hundredth day because back in old times
when a baby did not die by one hundred days, we hahig party.
We say now she will live long lif€®
The baby’s family would hang a special straw ropele main gate of the house to ward

off evil spirits after the birth of the baby. Thitualistic installation signaled that they

198 5on,Satellitesin Seven Contemporary Plays from the Korean Diaspotaé

Americas 292.
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had a newborn baby so that people should notthisihousé?® Thepaek ilevent is the
first official activity of the family after liftinghe ban on entering the house to celebrate
the birth of the baby and wish it a long healthy arealthy life. The family then prepares
apaek iljanchi (#g ztx), a ceremonial event that includes various tygdead for
family, relatives, and neighbot¥’ This festive moment celebrates the baby’s one-
hundred-day survival.

Later, in the same scene, tension rises betweem &fid Mrs. Chae, because Mrs.
Chae hesitates at Kit's suggestion that Mrs. Chgeiadson and Hannah could have a
play date. Since Hannah is a mixed race baby, Min@ediately assumes that Mrs.
Chae’s hesitation is a sign of racism: “What—youwfeaid that your daughter won't let
him come because Hannah’s black?” When Mrs. Chaterraf-factly replies: “Hannah
is not black. If you look at her maybe you canmdit People cannot tell the daddy is
black. She is just beautiful bab}** Nina becomes terribly upset but does not answer,
because Miles interrupts by intruding in the horfie®. At the end of the scene, Nina

tells Kit to throw away the soup that Mrs. Chae pespared for her. This action

199 This straw rope is callegeum-jul(23z). It is usually knitted with pieces of charcoal
which Korean people believe cleanse and blockspurits. If a newly born baby is male,
then pepper is added to the charcoal rope; if feptaén small pine branches are added
to the charcoal rope.

119 Nowadays, Korean people celebrpéek ilin a smaller scale just with family
members and/or close friends of the baby’'s pataumtfiave a sizable birthday party for
the baby’s first birthday calledol ().

111 5on,Satellites 294.
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symbolizes her defiance against Mrs. Chae’s Koresmwhich, for Nina, is racially
biased against Blackness. In Scene 10, Nina dedaudé€it that she is going to fire Mrs.
Chae, stating: “I'll take anyone who isn’t goinggoison my baby with racist
thoughts.**? She sums up the situation that she is currentindgin Brooklyn, in a new
house, and in her new relationships, when she breéakn and tells Kit that the reason
Miles and she moved to a black neighborhood wasdh& reason she hired a Korean
nanny, so that Hannah would be proud to be Koredmaoud to be African American.
In the last scene, as Mrs. Chae tries to saveohemje find out why she hesitated when
Kit suggested that her grandson and Hannah shawiel & play date. Mrs. Chae’s
daughter forbade her to take care of her grandti@tduse she is ashamed of Mrs.
Chae’s poor English and doesn’t want her son tavgne speaking broken English. Mrs.
Chae’s daughter hired two nannies to take careo€hild: a British nanny during the
day and a Tibetan nanny on the weekends. Mrs. Gaabasically been banished from
her daughter’s house and is thus unable to bringtaadchild on a play date, but Nina’s
anger is still so strongly linked to the racialisghat she verbally attacks Mrs. Chae.
Barely containing her rage, Nina asserts that Kugdike Mrs. Chae who came to the
U.S. in the 1960s were taunted by white people ediled them “gook, chink,
chingaling,” and that when they were beaten anul steres were vandalized they “went
looking for someone you could feel superior to. And picked black peoplé?® Even
though Mrs. Chae was hired by Nina, it is Mrs. Ch&oreanness that Nina eventually

judges to be severely intrusive and is, in fact,dhtalyst for Nina’s breakdown.

112 5on,Satellites 303.

113 pid., 314.
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On stage, various spaces are clearly definedyahpssocial zones that are
manifestations of the boundaries of Nina’s thougimd perceptions of Koreanness as
represented by Mrs. Chae. While Nina is the owhénehouse, significantly, only Mrs.
Chae, (like Min Suk ilAmerican Hwanga) is seen in all levels of the house, both the
main floor and the ground-floor home office. Thare no scenes located in the upstairs
bedrooms, but there is a flight of stairs from whirs. Chae does appear with Hannah.
Mrs. Chae is everywhere, always holding Hannahspeeking Korean to her, suggesting
the Korean one hundred-day celebration, and evéngherselfhalmoni(go),
grandmother in Korean, when speaking to Hannah—d Wt Nina recognizes and one
to which she strongly objects. To Nina, the woest jpf this embodied Koreanness is the
(misguided) belief there has been a racist invasfdrer house which brings out her view
of anti-African American racism by Koreans in theSU “It makes me mad, it makes me
ashamed of being Korean, fucking racistd.This outburst is a major plot point of the
play that reveals how much Nina has represseddtezdof racial discrimination and
how much she fears that Hannah will also suffemfib Mrs. Chae is significant as the
trigger that will divulge the deep-rooted sourcéNafia’s pent-up rage about race and her
almost constant anger throughout the play; Ninaipton is also the start of her final
and loving understanding of her relationship withdgl and Hannah.

In her author’s statement f&atellites Diana Son, remembering her middle-class
bi-racial hometown, expresses the ethnic isolaglomfelt in that town as part of a

Korean family caught in between black and whitee‘were the only Korean family

114 5on,Satellites 314.
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around and my parents were fierce assimilattrsShe also remembers that “it wasn’t
paradise but it was sweet and | never, ever, thoalgbut, heard of or experienced any
Korean vs. African American tensiof® Later in her life Son would encounter violence
between Koreans and African Americans, in the fofrthe constantly mediatized
images of the 1992 Los Angeles riét5These started on April 29, after the jury in the
Rodney King assault case acquitted all four accussdAngeles Police Department
officers of the brutal beating of King, an Africamerican motorist'® Approximately

two hours later, in the South-Central L.A. neightmd, police responded to motorists
being attacked with beer cans. A Caucasian trusledrReginald Kelly, was dragged out
of his truck and beaten on the street. Protesfgeiwoutside police headquarters as well
as violence in the streets. Looters destroyed fstots and fires were set in many

buildings. During the next six days, violence sprdaoughout the Los Angeles

15 50n, “Author’s Statement,” 394.

1% pid., 395.

17Even before the riots, tension between African Aoser and Korean American
communities were running high. One year prior ®tibts, Soon Ja Du, a female Korean
American store owner shot and killed Latasha Hsaylanfifteen-year-old African

American girl, after a heated argument in the stohe judge gave a light sentence to the
Korean American woman with no prison term. See Miyoung SongStrange Future:
Pessimism and the 1992 Los Angeles Rtsham: Duke University Press, 2005), 183-
4.,

118«The L.A. Riots: 24 Years Later|'os Angeles Time#pril 28, 2016, http://timelines.

latimes.com/los-angeles-riots/.
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metropolitan are&™® In the aftermath, Korean American shop ownersesef the most
as their businesses, which had been perceivedradiimg on African American ethnic
enclaves in search of inexpensive rents, were tizdglue to deteriorating relations
between African Americans and Korean Americanstarttie fact that repeated calls for
help to police by Korean Americans had been igndt®4s Nancy Abelmann and John
Lie note the bleak ideology reinforcing the “bla€krean conflict” as a portrayal of two
antithetical minority groups, they argue that “théwo portraits constitute flip sides of
the same ideological coin, which presumes thatlthieed States is an open society with
no systematic barriers to success. [...] The ideckdgionstruction and constitution of
the ‘black-Korean conflict’ should alert us to tth@ngers of emphasizing this interethnic
conflict.”**

Although there is a fourteen-year gap between §821 .A. riots and the 2006
premiere ofSatellites the riots had a powerful impact on Son. She ledlaat period, and

discusses the news media coverage of the sevelletbatween Korean Americans and

African Americans:

119«The L.A. Riots: 24 Years Later.”

120K aren Grigsby Bates, “How Koreatown Rose from tiehés of L.A. Riots,All

Things ConsideredApril 27, 2012, NPR.org,
http://www.npr.org/2012/04/27/151524921/how-koreaterose-from-the-ashes-of-1-a-
riots.

121 Nancy Abelmann and John Lielue Dreams: Korean Americans and the Los Angeles

Riots(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), 149.
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What | remember is seeing images on the news afyakigican
Americans clashing with angry Korean Americans, stmes violently,
sometimes fatally, and hearing voices on both saglésulating painful
and ugly stereotypes and accusations which woakklene feeling a
jumble of emotion that is best characterized asieshg This subject was
and continues to be one that is very, very paittfuhe’??

In Satellites home becomes a reflection of socio-political delmver the interracial
relationship between Korean Americans and Africameficans in the United Stat&s.
The play reflects home as Chandra Talpade Mohasggribes it, “not as a comfortable,
stable, inherited and familiar space, but insteadraimaginative, politically charged

space where the familiarity and sense of affectioth commitment lay in a shared

collective analysis of social injustice, as wellaagision of radical transformation®

12250n, “Author’s Statement,” 395.

123 3atellitesis included in a Post-Black play anthology by uktors who placed it in a
chapter about plays portraying Blackness writtemdy-Black playwrights. Young Jean
Lee is the other Korean American playwright feadlurethe chapter of this anthology
with her play,The ShipmenSee Harry Justin Elam, Jr. and Douglas A. Jairegds.
The Methuen Drama Book of Post-Black Pléysndon: Methuen Drama, 2012).

124 chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Defining GenealogiesniRést Reflections on Being
South Asian in North America,” iMaking More Waves: New Writing by Asian
American Womereds. Elaine H. Kim, Lilia V. Villanueva, and Asi&dvVomen United of

California (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997), 121.
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In the play, Nina and Miles’s new space echoesdéa of this radical transformation in
their unfinished, unstable home, which evokes vhational memories of a U.S.
historical moment: the 1992 L.A. riots. Indeed, thA. riots are never mentioned in
Satellites(though at one point Reggie very briefly refershte 1977 New York City
blackout riots), but the breaking of the windowNoha and Miles’s living room at the
beginning of the play triggers images of shattéresl Angeles storefront windows during
the riots*?® This is also a literal shattering of any sensstability, boundary and safety
of the demarcated space of their home. The plagmeveals who actually threw the
rock that broke the window (Miles even surmises thaybe Reggie himself threw it to
get himself hired to replace the glass) but, in emgnt, it is a sign usually associated
with singling out people and warning them to ledwehe last scene, Nina’s line about
stores being vandalized and her harsh charactgriioreans as racists who chose
black people to feel superior to also feels vergmiike another reference to the Los
Angeles upheaval. Because Miles is African Amerigad Nina is Korean American
(and Hannah is a mixed baby), they represent elagans that have historically been
marginalized but can be seen as central to, amthaortant dimension of, the Black-and-
Korean conflict. Reggie mentions how he was borthhénsame house he lives in, on the

same block, at a time when the entire neighborlveasl African American; but now a

12 There are multiple artistic explorations reframtragic incidents of the L.A. riots in
theater, TV, and film. For example, the characfex Korean Canadian grocery shop
owner in Ins Choi’'s plaim’s Conveniencsoliloquizes about the L.A. riots. Recent
films retelling the L.A. riots includ&-Town 92(2017) by Grace Lee ar@look(2017) by

Justin Chon, among others.
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gay couple bought a house in the same street. digalvorhood is gentrifying and all of
the new (non-black) people can be seen as intrudest like Korean Americans were
perceived to be when they moved into the South+@ebbs Angeles area.

After Nina finishes her anti-Korean tirade andnis Miles for their financial
burden and the fact that he doesn’t show outwayassof affection for their daughter, she
destroys what is left of the already half-brokemaaw in their living room. The final
scene of this play is surprisingly sudden but figsithe resolution of the race relations
and family struggles over the baby between NinaMiles. Lee interprets Nina’s
destructive act by stating that “the brownstorerditly and figuratively shifts under the
characters’ feet, but the playwright’s main chagaéinds herself by shattering a window
to connect to another spacé®This act of shattering the architecture convegs th
message that regeneration comes about only aséudaon. Nina’s hope is to rebuild
the relationships around her and connect to anetbdd outside of her private space,
marking a new start specifically for her newboriyarhe shattering noise triggers
Hanna’s crying. Both Nina and Mrs. Chae responithéocsound but Nina stops her. As
Nina reaches the stairs, Miles comes down cra@imjsoothing Hannah by singing a
lullaby, and is joined by Nina. With the final pit of a mother, father, and child, Mrs.
Chae, as the Korean intruding element, is finadtyis her position inside the home, but
outside of the family unit. After its climactic mamt, Satellitesshows that though the
house/home has been shattered, it can be fixeoMeyand caring. For Son, there is room

for everybody’s survival with a hopeful future,laast, inSatellites Brooklyn.

126 | ee, “Asian American Women Playwrights and theeBima of the Identity Play,”

255.
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Recipe for a Last Supper in Julia Cho’sAubergine

Aubergines playwright Julia Cho’s 2016 play; it won the Wa&lickman Award
in 2017*#" This playtells the story of a Korean American family’s ramdaunspoken
memories that have ripened and are ready to betddieThe play was originally written
as a short piece for Berkeley Repertory Theatr@l2Z5round Floor incubator program.
Cho was commissioned, along with sixteen othervpteghts, to write short plays about
food. Cho based her play in part her own experiences of both her father’s andsec
friend’s death; the work became a meditation oafgnd death. She latextended the
work into a full-length play that was first perfoech at the Berkeley Repertory Theatre in
March 2016 and opened in New York City in Septen#8&6 at Playwrights Horizons.
In Seoul, the Korean National Theater staged tag Ipbth in June and July 2017 and in
February and March 2018uberginewon the Korean 54th Dong-A Theatre Award.

In a number of her previous plays Cho dealt wittsdoric and dysfunctional

family experiences and the intense narration aradjination of their memori€$® 99

1271 jly Janiak, “Julia Cho’s ‘Aubergine’ wins 2017 @kman Award,"SFGate January

13, 2017, http://www.sfgate.com/performance/artitiba-Cho-s-Aubergine-wins-2017-
Glickman-10855839.php.

128 julia Cho is the recipient of many awards inclgdime Susan Smith Blackburn Prize,
the Barrie Stavis Award, the Claire Tow Award fon&rging Artists, and the L. Arnold
Weissberger Award. Her pldyurangowas honored by Entertainment Weekly as one of
the Top 10 Plays of 2006 and one of the Best o7 280theLos Angeles Timegrom

Julia Cho biographyNew Dramatistsaccessed March 25, 2018,

http://newdramatists.org/julia-cho
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Histories(2002) is about a Korean mother/daughter relatigmand how they reexamine
their forgotten and hidden past.BfE (2003), Cho focuses on the story of an unstable
Asian mother whose daughter is kidnapped in thelsest.The Architecture of Loss
(2004) presents an interracial family, showingriéggport between a Korean wife and
mother and an American husband and fatheurango(2006),a Korean father/son
relationship is the central subject of the storwinch the father insists on taking a road
trip to Durango, Colorado, but winds up in the wggatace with the same name.
Auberginecan be seen as a ritual for the main charactatf®f, whose terminal
iliness has left him on the margin between life dedth. Memories are unwrapped by
each of the four characters—Ray, Ray’s uncle, Ganend Lucien—through their
relationship with food. The fifth character is flather, who is dying of cirrhosis of the
liver and is comatose throughout the play excepaftew flashback scenes. The silent
and immobile father is the central figure of thergton a powerfully existential level that
is also visually represented by his physical larath the middle of the stage throughout
almost the entire play. One by one, four of theratizrs deal with the dying man
through their own personal relationship with food damily. A sixth person, Diane, is
never in direct contact with the father or anyraf tther characters, except at the very
end of the play. The act of sharing memories abmd becomes a transformative force
blurring the rigid line between an everyday ritaapreparing and sharing food and the
ritual of preparing for and living with death. Simy memories thus reconfigure the
demarcations between life/death, father/son, Kdfgaerican, past/present, and

love/hate relationships.
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The story revolves around Ray, a Korean Americaf,ahho responds to his
father’s terminal state through memories about fi@bated to his father, a man who
never understood his passion for—and career in—fBag is challenged by his uncle,
who has just arrived from Korea and does not sgeftish at all: he confronts Ray
about the role of food, especially about his brogh@ray’s father) very last meal. Ray
has to deal with this Korean man’s insistence ligeshould prepare turtle soup from the
small live tortoise he himself has brought in orlemake Ray'’s father well again. The
more time Ray spends with this uncle, the moredwimes conscious of his cultural
entanglement, the personal history of his famihd ais father and mother. Cornelia,
Ray’s ex-girlfriend who can speak Korean, actséerpreter for the two men, Ray and
Ray’s uncle, not only moderating their conversatibnt also trying to channel the
sometimes confusing and conflicting cultural andegational differences. Cornelia also
shares her memory of her own father, her remembrahbim specifically tied to
mulberries, which are also directly related to tetationship with Ray. Diane talks
directly to the audience at length in a prologus tleveals her and her husband’s
obsession with food and recalls the memory of @eminally ill father preparing a
pastrami sandwich that he shared with her not kefgre he died. Diane reappears at the
end of the play, being surprised by, and surprisiiegaudience with, the unbelievably
delicious pastrami sandwich that Ray has prepareldr in the new restaurant that he
and Cornelia own. Lucien—another non-Korean or ldarAmerican character—is a
refugee camp survivor, who now works in the U.Sa &®spice caregiver and who takes
care of Ray’s dying father at his house. He alsweshhis own memories about food and,

more precisely, the lack of food he and othersesatf as refugees. Throughout the play,
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Lucien teaches Ray about aspexftfood as sustenance. ld#ers critical but practical
insights on death to Ray in order to help him agth the inevitable: “knowing where a
loved one will die, knowing how [...] this is a gift?® At one point in the play, Lucien
gives Ray an eggplant—the oversized American type, different from themaller
variety favored in his native land—which he prefergall by its French name,
aubergine.

Julia Cho reveals the complexity of emotional ielahips with food including
the diverse food-related activities of cooking,deg, and eating. The complex emotions
around food are reflected in the intergeneratianaflict between father and son in this
Korean American family. Ray has studied culinang and spent an internship in France;
he has thus, presumably, eschewed all simple fofmseals in order to become a master
chef. This is something that his father does ndt@nnot understand: “the man hates my
cooking,” Ray says. “He hates it. The fact oftis ivomen’s work, it's low class, it's

uneducated®*°

He also tells us that his father has always predecheap ramen and
American fast foods, recalling the day he preparedighteen-course tasting dinner for
his father in order to gain his respect and imphasswith the skills he learned. The only
response his father had for Ray, after tastindilésgourmet cuisine, was the single
word, “interesting,” which he repeated in betweaanleone of the eighteen dishes. But

for Ray, the most devastating part of that everd when, later that same night, he found

his father in the kitchen eating a bowl of instearhen.

129 julia Cho Aubergine(Hanover: Smith and Kraus Publishers, Inc., 2068),

130 |pid., 50.
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Ray’s memories of food are directly tied to hisemngward his father. One
particularly bitter memory is the flashback scam&hich Ray’s father is physically up
and about. Ray recalls how, when he was once prgpameal, his father burst into the
kitchen brandishing his credit card statement. elegl at Ray asking him to explain the
huge amount charged on his credit card—which wa®tosed only in case of
emergency. Ray told him that he purchased a higihed special kitchen knife. His
father erupted into a rage. When Ray told him ‘g livelihood It's theonetool | need,
theonetool,” his father yelled back at him: “so go tgpsumarket, one knife is ten
dollars!™**! Then, in a powerful moment revealing tyrannicaepaal authority, Ray’s
father demanded to be paid back immediately. Rag gan the little cash he had on
him. Upon his father’s order, he also gave up heslit card, which Ray’s father placed
on the kitchen table and hacked in half using Ragicial knife. In this bitter flashback,
Cho does not romanticize Ray’s remembrance ofdtief as something sweet or
nostalgic. Instead, she dramatizes the complexienmatconfiguration of memories
embedded in Ray’s unsettling discord with his fatie harsh as these memories are for
Ray, his present time is even worse, as his altditye a master chef is rendered
irrelevant since his comatose father cannot eahamythat he prepares for him. The
very essence of Ray’s life, food and cooking, sless; he has become powerless and
can no longer take action. All he can do now ieetainisce, and he finds himself
fluctuating between present and past.

Only toward the end of the play does Ray reconitk his father—albeit after

his death—through the reenactment of one of hisef& memories about eating. Ray

131 cho,Aubergine 50.
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recounts that his father once told him that whemwhs a poor young student in Korea, he
used to eat alone in his small rented room. Onefiagecided to put a mirror in front of
the table so that he could give the impressiontieatias not dining alone. After

watching himself in the mirror eating, breathingnking, and talking to himself night
after night, he suddenly saw something that chahgedbut he never told Ray what that
was. The day of his father’s funeral, Ray put anfather’s old jacket. As he looked at
himself in the mirror, he saw what his father hadrs his own death. Ray recalls his
father’s words: “even though we are alive, we'neatly in some respect dead. Even in
the daily movements of life we're already in ouawgs. That's what my father was trying
to tell me. You are always already dead. So whyline®"**? This particular

philosophical view reveals the liminal presenceedith within life and the past within
present by showing the mirrored image of Ray asddther as if they watch each other’s
reflection eating together at the small table.

Ray’s uncle—his father’s only brother, who compiegsamemories from the
moment of his arrival—shares his particular menariood related to his dying brother
as he talks aboumu-guk(z=), a traditional Korean soup with radish which memf the
plain soups made in Korean kitchens. Disclosingdtbieean cooking-related concept of
sohn-maf(zgt), he tells the story of when their mother mads #aup for Ray’s father
before he went off on a long journey, hoping tha&t $oup would be so good that he
would stay. The Korean wosbhn-maimeans a special cooking skill that is innate,
neither learned nor measured, for making delictisbes. This term often refers to a

cooking person’s loving care as he or she predamesthat can make the person who is

132 cho,Aubergine 88.
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eating it feel his or her warmth and affection. Rayncle tells Ray that he inherited the
magical cooking skills—this Korean conceptsohn-mat—from his grandmother and
that Ray is such a great chef that he too can saok a wonderful meal for his ill father
that “this time we won't let him go. This time weliwnake him stay.*** Ray and his
uncle have a hard time reaching an agreement dest aupper for Ray’s father. Ray’s
uncle insists that Ray kill and cook the live teitle has brought for his brother,
convinced that fresh turtle soup will give his @t strength and bring him out of his
coma. For Ray'’s uncle, this sacrificial food ritmalist be performed. The act of cooking
in the presence of death highlights the ritualiapect oRAubergine Cho’s play depicts
the affective dimensions of food and especiallynterent cruelty. There is, for example,
Ray’s undeniable discomfort about killing and cawksomething that is alive—a shock
and discomfort that is reflected in the reactionhaf play’s spectators when Ray reads
aloud the particularly gruesome instructions on howill and prepare a live turtle

(which the audience can see is helplessly wrigghnggs back atop the kitchen counter).
The revelation that this live turtle needs to beriiaed temporarily situates Ray’s
position in between that of chef and shaman. Téwuglation plays with Ray’s emotional
state—as well as that of the spectators in thed¢hedor Cho does not reveal the fate of
the turtle until the very last scene of the playtiihg the audience assume that Ray killed

and cooked it; indeed, in the following scene, Raggs in a covered dish to his father.

133 Cho,Aubergine 56.
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Ray’s uncle is the intruding Korean Aubergineand his Koreanness is revealed
by the first thing he says to Ray when they firstetn “did you eat?®* That single
guestion in Korean resonates profoundly as a ti/jpied well-documented Korean
mindset in which food and culture are inseparabie termsik-gu (4, &a), which
means family member(s) in Korean, best conveyscinsection: that any person who
eats with a family becomes a member of that farifyhis word signifies the immense
value that Koreans bestow upon taking meals togédheonfirm family ties and to
endorse or reaffirm a familial membership. In spit¢he growing number of one-person
meals or single households, caused by the contproakss of industrial development
and urbanization, multiple representations of Kariamilies in contemporary South
Korean theater, film, K-drama, and even in K-popsiawideos still show the
archetypical Korean scene: family members eatiggtteer. This cultural importance of
food is well represented #uberging and Cho deftly incorporates the Korean role of
food with each character’s story of memories, wtaniplify the transnational and
transcultural connection of diasporic kinship andmunity. Ray’s uncle intrudes on the
everydayness of Ray’'s deathwatch for his fathambiing Ray remember the past in
conjunction with the history of his deceased mathex family, his father as a young
man, Korea, and the war. These memories, toldagsfented stories by Ray’s uncle, re-
contextualize Ray’s everyday life. Writing abouti#ds American culture politics, Lisa

Lowe points out that “the ‘past’ that is graspedresmory is [...] hot a naturalized,

134 This line does not appear in Julia Cho’s scriiilished by Playwrights Horizons, but
the New York premiere performance used it.

135 My thanks to Dr. Moon-gyu Kim for his advice tos@stigatesik-gu
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factual past, for the relation to that past is gfsviaroken by war, occupation, and
displacement. Asian American culture ‘re-membédig’ past in and through the

fragmentation, loss, and dispersal that constitiiaspast.**®

Ray’s uncle’s storytelling
fragments fill the gaps and cause new constellatadrmemories by supplying missing
puzzle pieces about Ray’s father, mother, and famibetween America and Korea, and
Ray’s idea of home in progress.

In her analysis of the noviisukaand the playrea Ju Yon Kim theorizes about
the ritualization of the everyday and finds “thengetive possibilities of fusing ritual and
the mundane®’ Auberginealso projects these “generative possibilitiesthef ritualistic
act of sharing mundane memories about food. Thefataring a visceral memory of
food while eating together is not just about cdlledy remembering, but also about
producing a triad of sense-perception-energy: émsary insight that one gains in order
to make a different future, or create new and teffié potentialities for one’s heightened
awareness or cognitive development. As Tim Santbl Artistic Director of
Playwrights Horizons, writes in the introductionAabergine

Food serves the perfect metaphorical antonym tthgaatands for the
immediacy of life, for openness to joy and pleasBug the sensory
pleasures of food also unlock deep reservoirs ohames, as famously

triggered by a madeleine in Prous$wann’s WayBut the process that

gradually opens Ray up to his feelings about hiseia his girlfriend, his

136 |isa Lowe,Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politi@urham: Duke
University Press, 1996), 29.

137 Kim, The Racial Mundanero.
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Koreanness, and his place in the world, ultimagelyeyond the Proustian

epiphany of “time recaptured.” Ray’s rediscoveryadd sparks in him an

almost magical empathy about its powkfs.
This “magical” element of food-sehn mat—is very much at the heart of the play. At the
end, after his father’s death, Ray opens a nevauesmtt with Cornelia. This restaurant
with a minimalist setting has neither name nor mieatudoes include a live turtle in a
terrarium. Cornelia tells the lone guest who comesthe same Diane who appeared in
the beginning of the play sharing her memory offaiter and the pastrami sandwich he
prepared before dying—to trust the chef with whatéhe cooks for her and she agrees.
With obviously no knowledge of Diane’s significaantd highly emotional memory, Ray
prepares her a pastrami sandwich. This meal sespbgne not merely because of the
coincidence, but also by the “magical” power oftéste. As critic Robert Kahn points
out about this scene: “the woman'’s ultimate intetise with Ray is just glancing, yet
lends a sweet element of almost magical realisthe@roceedings'*® The unexpected
intersection between Diane’s memory of her fathpastrami sandwich and Ray’s
preparation of one suggests a special bodnanunitasn Victor Turner’s sense: “a
spontaneously structured relationship which oftewetbps among liminaries, individuals

in passage between social statuses and cultutas $teat have been cognitively

138 Tim Sanford, Artistic Director's Note ofubergine Playwrights Horizons Playbill.
139 Robert Kahn, “When Words Fail, Bring on the BeedtB,” NBC New York
September 12, 2016, http://www.nbcnewyork.com/¢aitement/the-scene/Review-

Aubergine-Playwrights-Horizons-393031861.html.
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defined.**° Ray, somehow, knows what food to prepare becanthehe and Diane share
a liminal space created by their father’'s deathsvikly beyond the legitimate formation
of biological and ethnic kinship of Korean and KameAmerican family, the gesture of
embracing and intersecting the memories of foodlbgf Cho’s characters in the play
evokes the feelings of community. As an epilogbe,final scene with Diane reveals that
Ray has navigated the rite of passage throughrghbis memories and has changed his
life, gaining a transformative power. MoreovergafRay’s father’'s death, Ray cooks the
eggplant that Lucien had given him and presentsligtefor Lucien to eat; and it is
delicious. Life continues and we live together si@our food, our hearts, and our
memories. Ray’s utopian gesture of sharing foodjrmally given to him by Lucien,
revisits the notion of the sustaining of life, dmete, specifically, a new life after death
where they now can create new memories together.

The use of space is a key expressive elemehtloergine An everyday living
room is transformed into a place of ritual, becagrtime father’s deathbed watch, and the
mundane “space” of a kitchen is transformed intdualized emotionally-charged
“place” where eating has a spiritual dimension,namting people across spatial-temporal
boundaries. Unlike the vertically aligned spaceAmkrican Hwanga@andSatellites the
space configurations ilubergine—and as staged e 2016 New York premiere
production—are primarily horizontal. For examplethe beginning oAubergineg after a
short scene in the hospital where Ray'’s fatheritiesscoma on a hospital bed in the

middle of the stage, the next scene reveals Rayef in exactly the same central spot

149 v/ictor Turner,Revelation and Divination in Ndembu Ritgtthaca: Cornell

University Press, 1975), 22.
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on the stage, but now he is in the middle of him@oRay is told that due to lack of space
in the bedroom, the bed and medical instrumentg wet in the middle of the dining
room, ironically locating a man who found no joyat$oever in food in the middle of a
dining area. His father’s body is moved horizoytadilong the same flat plane, from his
hospital bed to his hospice bed in the living rodimis lateral spatial movement suggests
an infinite space, with no discernible beginningend; perhaps the space of Ray’s father
next destination: his grave. By transforming tha&rmlj room to a dying man’s bedroom,
the spatial arrangement conveys an ambiguous cotyti@nd/or continual synchronicity
between death and life. The horizontal movemerndsacspace superimposes different
meanings, locations, temporalities onto the sanysipal space iubergineand
transforms the dining room into a ritualistic spadeere the separate realms of death and
life merge, proposing an alternative way of underding the locational identity of the
dining room. In the production, the boundariespEces, present and transformative,
overlap but essentially remain connected. A movaintailar wall that would usually

serve to differentiate distinct spaces slides aperiose to construct a hospital, living
room, dining room, kitchen, café, and restauramating “an ambiguous continuity™
Henri Lefebvre writes of an “intertwinement of salcspaces” that exists by virtue of
“bunches or clusters of relationshig§?Clusters of relationships are formed between the
physical spaces iAuberging as physical boundaries that are unfixed allowyegpace

to interconnect with each other. These are infuaédthe emotional and physical state

1“1 Henri Lefebvre;The Production of Spac&ans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991), 87.

142 pid., 86.
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of each character and intertwined with the relafops between them. Unlike Min Suk in
American Hwanga@and Nina inSatellites whose movements through space are driven
by their actions in a vertical world, Ray’s movern#gmough the horizontality of space
brings him to the portal of a new understandingtigh a contemplative journey. After
Ray’s father’s death, Ray goes to Korea with hidlejrand as they visit Ray’s mother’s
grave on a Korean mountaintop, the grave is platdae center of the stage, exactly
where his father’s bed used to be in the middiefdining room. His uncle then says,
“welcome home.” The space of the Korean mountaigtape site superimposed onto the
dining room space is striking, as it is the onfgdiin the play that an outdoor scene is
shown. Superimposition is a way of “clustering’nagre layers of significance across
different temporalities are added to a single ptalsspace. The setting is even more
arresting in that, although still connected tottiame of death, it conveys a sense of
peace and serenity as the scene is filled withrablbeauty and daylight, in stark contrast
to the drab interior of the dining room. The cemtethe stage, shared only by Ray’s
father’s bed in the hospital, his bed in their dghnroom, and Ray’s mother’s grave,
utilizes the space of the stage to convey the taspenness of death and life, echoing the
thought that “a critical cultural politics of dias@ should privilege neither host country
nor (real or imaginary) homeland, but preciselykaereative tension between ‘where
you're from’ and ‘where you're at.*** The center stage becomes symbolic of the mental
space which members of the diaspora are meanekoogg and inhabit: home is neither

“back there” nor “over here,” but something in beés. The triangulated relationship of

143 |len Ang, “On Not Speaking Chinese: Postmodern iEityrand the Politics of

Diaspora,”"New Formation®4 (1994): 1-18.
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these spaces is layered with the everydaynes®aliting room, the memories about the
father who faces death and the unremembered msttieath in a remote place that is
nonetheless another home for Ray. The conflatidghethree spaces suggests a
horizontal relationship, and although the scen€drea set on a mountaintop holds a
certain verticality, the grave site still lies flat the ground.

Ray’s uncle may be the Korean intrusion in the pbayt memories are the real
intruders in Ray’s life. The interconnecting retaiships between characters, spaces, and
memories reveal the liminal state of living witldeath and dying within life. This
mirrors the diasporic belonging to a space thatltirally neither South Korea nor the
United States. Lowe argues that “the Asian Amerwaigue of citizenship generated by
its specific history opens the space for such erassl and cross-national
possibilities.*** Ray and his uncle’s newly established cross-natiand cross-cultural
kinship and their personal/familial history conttst rigidity of the demarcation of
belonging in the United States. This idea is cordeyn the scene where the dining room
space morphs into the mountaintop grave site, arydaRd his uncle seamlessly cross
over from the United States to Korea. Among theelplaysAubergineis the only one
in which a character is actually seen in Korea.'uaigit to his “homeland” allows him
to reconnect with his mother and with his diasporigins and leads him to accept death
as part of life. For Ray, this is a transforma@xgerience through which he recaptures
his previously lost magical power sbhn-matand gains a newly found inner peace

reconciling with his past.

144 Lowe, Immigrant Acts 35.
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In Aubergine food and space function similarly to reconnecgédten memories
and severed relationships to create a sense afdlrbelonging. Cho shows us that even
complete strangers like Diane and Ray can becomeeabed through the magical
powers of food. The dynamic use of space is alsmnaecting factor, linking the
characters not only physically but also spiritualife magical power of space is seen in
the way that all spaces in the play fluidly conntecbne another, dissolving into each
other, and as a result are always interrelatedsaaruiltiple uses, temporalities, and
locations. Neither space nor food is fixed, buthbwdve the same purpose: to be shared.
It is through food and memories that the charactefgiberginebond into their special
communitasand it is through the transformational mediunsgdice that rituals for both
the living and the dead conjure the power to ultetyainspire hope.

Conclusion

bell hooks writes “home is no longer just one pldtes locations. Home is that
place which enables and promotes varied and eargihg perspectives, a place where
one discovers new ways of seeing reality, frontedémifference. One confronts and
accepts dispersal and fragmentation as part afdhstructions of a new world order that
reveals more fully where we are, who we can bectifidn the three plays discussed in
this chapter, home is never static: it is an im@eremnt space that is always in
construction or need of repair; a place throughcWipeople pass but do not always plan
to stay; a space where people form bonds througkhhring of food and memories.

Each of the three plays dramatizes a different tfg€orean American family in which a

145 hell hooks,Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politi¢®ndon: Turnaround,

1991), 148.
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diasporic and dysfunctional home becomes a siliengfal belonging where a
conversation about history, race, and memory usfdfiAs these Korean American
family dramas navigate through the struggles amdlicts between the characters, a hope
for family and community emerges. This hope isatmut desire to succeed financially
or for upward mobility but about a future of intagon and harmony that lies in the
process of configuring the Korean diaspora in amdodthe United States. This map of
hope is spatially embodied American HwangapSatellites andAuberging and the

rituals dramatized in all three family dramas reévka liminality of being
Korean/American. The shared goal of all three playe create a somehow utopic space
of liminal belonging across the historical, racehd cultural landscapes of the Korean
diaspora. In this sense, home in these plays fospaae, an “other place” that is ever
changing, in an inter-racial, inter-generationabss-cultural, and trans-historical Korean
diaspora in which the characters find their seriggetonging in their own ways. It is
precisely because home is fluid and unfixed thalldws the characters to create and

reconfigure what home means for them.

198 The three Korean American family variations disaebin this chapter mainly depict
the nuclear family structure and heterosexualiaahips. In the next chapters, a section
on Margaret Cho and her Korean American woman e@sst and a section on Korean
adoptee transnational family will explore differaspects of Korean diasporic

experiences pertaining to sexuality and kinshifiniand beyond the United States.
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CHAPTER 2
UTOPIC COMMUNITY THROUGH KOREAN AMERICAN WOMEN’S BDIES:

THE DIVERSIFICATION OF THE KOREAN DIASPORA IN PERARMANCE

Introduction

This chapter examines the female body in perfoomalargaret Cho’s
embodiments of Koreanness on stage in her B&/&HOstand-up comedy act, Dohee
Lee’s bodily engagement with Korean shamanism i26&7 ritual-performance entitled
Mu/& (Mu) and Miru Kim’s naked body in public spaces in photographed site-
specific performanchlaked City Splee(2008)**’ My argument is that these artists’
bodies as liminal conduits not only disrupt sexsglritual, and spatial belonging, but
also formulate a utopic community through whichesvrdiasporic sense of belonging
emerges in their performances.

This chapter explains how the diversificationtod Korean diaspora is reflected

in performance. Varied experiences and life trajees lead these women artists to

1471 attended Margaret Cho’s 20PSyCHOperformance at the Gramercy Theatre in
New York City and analyzed both the live performaand the filmed version for this
chapter. | also attended Dohee Lee’s 2PWi7A4% performance at the Roy and Edna
Disney/CalArts Theater in Los Angeles. My discussid Miru Kim’s Naked City Spleen
is based on her photographed works from her officebsite as well as my 2016

interview with Kim in New York City.
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perform the Korean diaspora in distinctly differevatys: Margaret Cho as a second-
generation Korean American, Dohee Lee as an immigrakorean descent, and Miru
Kim as a Korean American who does not fit in theaclcategorization of being either
Korean or American. Cho’s use of Koreanness irsterd-up comedy act that critically
engages with the experience of Korean cultured.aes practice of Korean shamanism
that actively identifies as diasporic are explicigeflected in their works. Kim, however,
does not bring any particular conversation abouteKo culture, custom, demeanor, or
identity into her work. This absence of Korean-itfeed elements in her performance
discloses Kim’'s complex identity formation and letistic intention to step away from
any cultural signifier. | will examine Kim’s workand her position as a counter-example
to the other two artists who actively engage withré&n cultural experiences and identity
in this chapter.

My choice of focusing on the three Korean Amerieaamen performing artists is
to reveal how they challenge the demarcation ofordiasporic women in the United
States, perpetuated by mainstream media for thinc@ation of the narratives of

assimilation, a/sexualization, and silefi®&Echoing Uri McMillan’s view on the

18 An all-Asian American female panel | attendedhat Asian American Arts Alliance
in 2017 discussed the depiction of Asian Ameridartbe history of film and TV. Media
clips screened ranged in issues such as “whitewgsfiKatherine Hepburn portraying

a Chinese villager resisting the Japanese impammay in the 1944 filnbragon Seej

and assimilation through silencing (American acresKorean ancestry Hana Mae Lee
who played a demure inaudible young Asian womaathS. university singing group in

the 2012Pitch Perfec), among other examples. Maya Deshmukh, Diana @haA
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importance of locating black women’s performancthatcenter of conversation about
art, the location of Korean American women art{arsd Asian American women artists
by extension) should be reconsidered to acknowldugénportance of recognizing the
diversity of being and becoming the Korean diaspotae U.S**° Through their
performances the three Korean diasporic womensdantribute in reconfiguring the
Korean diaspora from “other” to “utopic.”

Jill Dolan examines utopian performatives that tzeen allyship in audiences
who subsequently feel the potential of surmoungiagsible obstacles® These utopian
performatives thus “allow fleeting contact with tapia not stabilized by its own finished

perfection, not coercive in its contained, selfenal, self-determined system, but a utopia

Suzuki, and Becky Yamamoto, “Flipping the Scripgdr Ladies Strike Back!,” Panel
Discussion, Asian American Arts Alliance, Brooklyy, August 8, 2017. The New
York City based Asian American Arts Alliance’s ma@sis to strengthen “Asian
American arts and cultural groups in through resewwharing, promotion, and
community building,” http://aaartsalliance.org/pagession-1.

149 McMillan points out that he has “positioned blagmen performers at its center [...]
to trouble the focus on white female subjectivitgttserves as an unofficial norm and to
recognize that the initial prejudice the blackvaorld cognoscenti expressed toward
performance art was tied to the gender of its gracers.” Uri McMillan, Embodied
Avatars: Genealogies of Black Feminist Art and Berfance(New York: New York
University Press, 2015), 3.

130 3ill Dolan, Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theat&nn Arbor: The

University of Michigan Press, 2005), 2.
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always in process, always only partially graspedt disappears before us around the
corners of narrative and social experienté Dolan clarifies these utopian performatives
by stating that they are an everlasting processmgdeward a prospective brighter
future®? Here, utopia is not a “real” space, but actuatlgreects to Thomas Moore’s
concept of utopia: no place. According to Dolampig can be envisioned and felt
through what theater and performance provide amdthey interact with their
spectators. Contextualizing Korean diasporic womé&adies through this concept of
utopian performativity, this chapter further demoates how a utopic community
materializes and vanishes within the interactiothwpectators in every performance and
how this utopic community allows spectators to exgpee a feeling of change in their
intellectual, spiritual, and emotional interactiomtside of performance spaces. As Dolan
asserts that the possibility of utopia embodietheater and performance is “a gesture of
commitment toward community,” the chapter analythesthree women’s performances
as they configure an affective dimension of theig@ossibility of transformation,
coexistence, and belonging/un-belongtnd.
Angry Talking Body in Margaret Cho’'s PsyCHO

Margaret Cho is the first Asian American womarg apecifically, the first

Korean American woman who became famous in thd 6éktand-up comedy and

151 Dolan,Utopia in Performances.
%2 bid., 8.

153 |pid., 44.
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recognized by mainstream North American médi&ho stated that without any Asian
American comedians to look up to, the performeesadmired included Richard Pryor,
Steve Martin, Robin Williams—with whom she was @@nd who she described as a
father figure—and Joan Rivers, whom she consideeeanentor, as well as Rosie

O’Donnell and Roseanne Bdr’. After her success, Cho influenced other femaledsta

154 Japanese American stand-up comic and actor PataMivould be mentioned here as
the first male Asian American stand-up comic togmmghtclubs in the 1960s and 70s.
Up until the mid-1960s, stand-up comedy in the ebhitates had been predominantly
performed by white male comedians who told jokestigavritten by others. From the
late 1950s until his death in 1966, Lenny Brucengea the course of stand-up comedy
by performing as a social critic who “challenged tluardians of public morality.” As
Bruce had pushed the envelope, a new slate of stdoadl-up comedians appeared. By the
1970s, many comedians, such as George Carlin afdhili Pryor, changed their career
paths, choosing an antiestablishment, provocatite ef comedy. Soon, African
American and Latino men, and eventually women coamedas well, spoke openly and
many times brazenly about themselves, their r&eg; gender and sexuality, and how
they navigated their lives in a U.S. society thauld much prefer to keep them in their
place. Richard ZoglinComedy at the Edge: How Stand-up in the 1970s Githng
America(New York: Bloomsbury, 2008), 2-3. Two Asian Antan comedians that
should be mentioned here are Steve Park who wegudar cast member in the TV show
In Living Color(1991-1992), and Phil Nee who won Showtime cabBnoel’s “Funniest
Person in America Contest.” See Lé&eHistory of Asian American Theatr206.

155 caroline TigerMargaret Cho(New York: Chelsea House, 2007), 32-3.
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up comedians such as Amy Schumer and Sarah Silndoataas importantly, paved the
way for a new generation of Asian American comeslifoth male and female such as
Korean Americans Bobby Lee, Randall Park, and KoelBooster; Chinese and
Vietnamese American Ali Wong; and Taiwanese Ameridanny Yang, among others.
Margaret Cho’s stand-up comedy is closely conneittdabr personal story,
particularly to her upbringing in a Korean immigr&amily in the United State's° Born
and raised in San Francisco, Cho and Cho’s famdésevaffected by the racism that
originated from early twentieth-century immigratipalicy. She was made her painfully
aware of her otherness at a young age. When shstiVasbaby, her father was deported
from the United States. When he returned, he wesdened that Cho and her brother
should not have any trace of Korean accent saliegtwould not be perceived as
foreigners. He would speak to them in Korean bsitsted that they answer him in
English. Her father’s deportation and his subseglamguage edict traumatized Cho, and
although she can understand Korean, to this dagam@ot speak it at all: “my father
now has his citizenship and it's impossible for horbe deported, and | was born here,

so I'm not going to get deported. But | feel likke start speaking Korean someone is

158 On many occasions, Cho employs the history aretadntions with her own family
members for her comic acts. Cho’s grandfather wdethodist minister in Seoul who
managed an orphanage during the Korean War. Hdrangnored patriarchal culture
traditions by refusing to accept a pre-arrangediage in Korea. Instead, she married
Margaret’s father and moved to San Francisco wtierg ran a bookstore called
“Paperback Traffic” in the heart of San Francisdod@BTQ community and where her

father wrote jokes in Korean.
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going to get deported™ Later, as a teenager, it was through the margiedlimage of
her Koreanness in comparison to whiteness as titercef America that Cho perceived
herself as being deviant, and the power of the anedly reinforced this feeling of
alienation. At the age of twelve, Cho recalls ragd copy oSeventeeMagazine:
My Koreanness, my “otherness,” embarrassed me...neemorld was
an exercise in not belonging. The answer seemke ito being white, so
in my fantasy life, | chose to be Lori Laughlin [.hoj set the beauty
standard, and as | looked at her, my troubles wmdll away. “Someday
| will be seventeen...” But the thing | couldn’t adrto myself was that |
was really wishing “Someday... | will behite”*>®
Cho started writing jokes at the age of fourteeth performing as a stand-up
comic when she was sixteen. After a few years slearne well known on the comedy
club circuit. Her breakthrough came when she woaraedy contest: the first prize was
opening for Jerry Seinfeld. Cho moved to Los Angeatethe early 1990s and
immediately became a huge success, performingtbxee hundred concerts in a two-
year period and also on late night television shows
In 1994, at the age of twenty-six, Cho won the Anzer Comedy Award for Best
Female Comedian. That same year, the ABC televisatwork created the first Korean
American TV show, specifically tailored for her]led All-American Girl Even though

the ABC sitcom was all about Cho—as a non-confogntiimeral Korean American

157 Andrea Miller, “Margaret Cho’s Comedy Is about Camagion, Lion’s Roar
September 1, 2013, https://www.lionsroar.com/qagaidt-cho-september-2013.

158 Margaret Chol'm the One That | WarfiNew York: Ballantine Books, 2002), 15.
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woman—the network executives at first asked hétaioe it down” for the show—*it”
referring to her ethnic quality. This criticism dleaged Cho for who she was: “for fear
of being too ‘ethnic,” the show got so watered ddamtelevision that by the end, it was
completely lacking in the essence of what | amwhait | do.**° After having toned
down the ethnicity, especially the particulariteddoreanness, the ratings were still
poor. The executives then tried the opposite aretllan Asian consultant because they
felt that Cho was now not being Asian/Korean enotigé would follow me around,
‘Margaret, use chopsticks. Use chopsticks. And wyarire done eating, you can put
them in your hair.”*®° Viewer criticisms—especially from the Asian Amexic
community—were negative, as they saw the showegmdducing Orientalist images, the
model minority stereotype” and, as media studiéslses Rona Halualani and Leah
Vande Berg stated, submissive women stereot{{}&arah Moon Cassinelli points out
the problem of the show: “the flaws Afl-American Girlare not in the construction of

Asian American family, but in the ways the familgdame a vehicle to perpetuate a

159 Cho quoted in “Margaret Cho — an IntervieWldALTBLUT Magazine, November 1,
2013. http://www.kaltblut-magazine.com/margaret-emeinterview/.

180 kyra Phillips, “CNN People in the News, ProfilelsAdanis Morissette, Margaret
Cho,” aired January 4, 2003.
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0301/04/@éhhtml.

181Rona Halualani and Leah Vande Berg cited by KerfbAo and Vincent Phamsian

Americans and the Med{@&ambridge: Polity Press, 2009), 131.
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stereotypical vision of immigration, race identignd ethnicity in American culturé®?
The issue that | also identify in this TV showhe ttonflated practice of blind
multiculturalism that celebrates cultural differertaut without recognizing the crucial
power relations entangled with what it means tamésian American and particularly a
Korean American in the 1990s. The ethnic familysture and experiences Ail-
American Girlbecame the perfect vehicle to serve the blindioulltral perspectives in
which everyone could feel comfortable laughingnamigration, race, and identity issues
without actually understanding or analyzing thepdesoted importance of these issues.
Cho’s subversiveness, which made her famous b#i@esitcom, disappeared into the
superficiality of fabricated Asianness/Koreannessged in the reification of a white,
male, Orientalist imagination and the perpetuatibblind multiculturalism both rooted
in U.S. mainstream mass media.

The network executives also criticized Cho’s phgisappearance. One day her
producer told her: “the network has a problem with. They are concerned about the
fullness of your face. You need to lose weiglif Since the American ideal of female
beauty was based on women'’s physicality as prignaiiite and thin, these criticisms
about her race and her body were devastating for Tiey brought up unresolved
childhood feelings. This form of oppression exettgdhe network executives

marginalized Cho not only for being an Asian wonraa white mainstream medium, but

182 sarah Moon Cassinelli, “If we are Asian, then exefunny?’ Margaret Cho'all-
American Girlas the First (and Last?) Asian American Sitcogtuidies in American
Humor, New Series 3, no. 17 (2008): 131-44. http://wwtj.org/stable/42573541.

163 Cho,I'm the One that | WantL06.
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also fornot being ahin Asian woman. Female thinness as a very visiblmeia of
power generated by the racist and sexist systemaaistream media infiltrated Cho’s
body, mind, identity, and life. The remarks aboett face and her weight ran deep
wounds into her self-identification. “I hated myfsélut | thought that this show would
somehow rectify that. If | got love from million$ people, then how could I still hate
myself? Maybe | could be happy. Maybe this wouldtdor me. Maybe it was okay that
| wasn't white, tall, thin, blonde, gorgeous, ogwy. [...] Maybe | would make it okay
for Asians to be on TV Stuck in this self-scrutiny over her body and Hedrby
society’s ideal of a thin female body, Cho becamelssessed with pleasing the
executives that she starved herself. This formeshfloathing—a weapon of sexist
oppression that has been racialized in the UnitattS—reduced Cho to the Asian
female stereotype, mortifying herself into what &anlLee Bartky calls “being-made-to-
be-aware of one’s own flesh® Criticized for her character's model minority and
subservient woman stereotype, not fitting the dnalgady or Geisha girl/China doll
stereotype, and unable to become tall, thin, blpadd white, Cho turned her hatred
against her body and attempted to change the eatuife she had control of: her weight.
She lost thirty pounds in two weeks and landedhénttospital with kidney failur®

After her recovery, Cho took diet pills and laxagvand killed her hunger with alcohol

184 Cho,I’'m the One that | WantL04.
185 sandra Lee Bartkysemininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenonfey of
OppressionNew York: Routledge, 1990), 27.

166 Cho,I'm the One that | Wantl11.
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and cigarettes. She kept this up during the etd@pang ofAll-American Girluntil it was
cancelled after only nineteen episodes.

Recovering from her lowest point, Cho refused tobjectified by mainstream
media and instead mirrored its racist and sexmesgentations of Asian American
women. Cho performed in a critically acclaimed Bfbadway showm the One that |
Want(2000), and her second shdietorious C.H.O(2002) culminated in a successful
engagement at Carnegie Hall. She also publisheenaainl’'m the One that | Want
(2001), and later a second bobKave Chosen to Stay and Fig005).In 2009, Cho
acted in the hit comedy TV seriBsop Dead Divaand in 2012 earned an Emmy
nomination for her gender-bending guest portragdilarth Korean leader Kim Jong |l
on the sitcon80 Rock'®’ As a LGBTQ supporter, Cho competed on season ABGfs
Dancing with the Stars a gay-pride-themed outfit and expressed hevwien the need
to defend young gay people from bullying. In 20C6p was very much in the news due

to a series of email exchanges with the Britistm tar Tilda Swinton about the issue of

187 At the 2015 Golden Globe Awards, Cho appearedNwsréh Korean journalist
member of the Hollywood Foreign Press AssociatWith a whitened face and speaking
broken English with a guttural accent, Cho’s parfance was severely criticized as
“yellowface.” Analyzing Cho’s reaction to the baakh in which she justified her
incarnation by asserting her Korean ancestry aatste had family in North Korea, Ju
Yon Kim interestingly pointed out that Cho’s “bodgted as a bridge (through
assumptions of kinship) and as a medium of disten¢through caricature).” See Kim,

“In the Space Made from Separation,” 315.
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“whitewashing” in Hollywood films:®® In 2017, she earned a Grammy nomination for
her alboumAmerican MythToday, Cho continues to tour and is developidgaanedy for
Amazon calledHighland

In PsyCHQ Cho disrupts the demarcated boundary of sexwhetdmic
belonging scripted in lesbian and Korean Americammunities to envision a liberation
based on tolerance of difference and intersectiomasciousness about diversity within
both groups® Cho starts her performance with the expressiaranhg thoughts and

feelings—though articulated through anger. At thgibning of the performance, Cho

1%8 |ntroduced by a mutual acquaintance, Tilda Swirorailed Margaret Cho to help her
explain why the Asian public was upset at Swintawmihg been cast as a Celtic character
in the film version of th&octor Strangecomic book in which the original character is a
Tibetan male sorcerer. See Rich Juzwiak, “Tildarfevi Sent Us Her Email Exchange
with Margaret Cho About Doctor Strange, Diversagd Whitewashing,” idezebel
December 16, 2016, http://jezebel.com/tilda-swirdent-us-her-email-exchange-with-
margaret-1790203875). Also, Jessica Prois, “Tildan®n’s Email To Margaret Cho Is
Textbook White Feminism,” ikuffington PostDecember 21, 2016,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/tilda-swintonamagaret-cho-white
feminism_us_585a8eb4e4b0de3a08f3962e. Cho firstissed her entire email exchange
on her friend Bobby Lee’s podcast (Tigerbelly, “&gde 71: Margaret Cho and the
Yellow Telephone,” December 14, 2016, https://tuwghy.libsyn.com/episode-71) thus
making it public.

%9 Margaret ChoPsyCHQ directed by John Asher (filmed March 7, 2015, Bramercy

Theatre, New York, vide@®1:00), https://www.netflix.com/Title/80101550.
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speaks about two iconic, recently deceased ceakbtd whom she was very close, Robin
Williams and Joan Rivers, in relation to their sb@nd personal issues. She talks about
Robin Williams’ compassion for homeless people do@h Rivers’ visit to a rape center.
Cho also talks about her connection to the ABC it8bsn Fresh Off the Boaas the first
representation of an Asian American family on nekatelevision in twenty years since
her seminal (yet failed) 1994 TV sitcoill American Girl*’® She states how proud she
is of Fresh Off the Boa&and the fact that its creator Eddie Huang contblets to get her

advice. She discloses how deeply she cares thagpnesentation of Asian Americans

170 The term “fresh off the boat” is used toward othewly arrived immigrants,
especially Asian immigrants, and it is in this whgt Eddie Huang, the chef and food
personality on whose bodkesh Off the Boat: A Memoihe sitcom with the same name
is loosely based, uses the term. The story of B€ AV sitcomFresh Off the Boat
follows Huang and his Taiwanese family’s relocatitom Washington, D.C.’s
Chinatown to Orlando, Florida where his fathertstarcowboy-themed steak restaurant
in 1995. Louis Huang, played by Randall Park; &@skiuang, played by Constance Wu;
and their three boys struggle with the all-whiterifla community in which they now
find themselves. Even though during the show’s §eason in 201fhere were two other
TV shows about Asian AmericansSelfie a comedy starring John Cho ddd Kenwith
Ken JeongFresh Off the Boatindeniably broke new ground as the first successtoly
with Asian protagonists on a major television nate@unning the fourth season with
seventy episodes at the time of writing this chapt017). For Cho’s 2017 stand-up
comedy performance, she blends this title with hubyocalling her showrresh Off the

Bloat
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is—and should be—created in the film and TV indastrespecially since a false
representation by white network executives wasddm@n her, which led to the early
demise of her 1994 sitcom.

The title of her show is a play on words, with dvious reference to Hitchcock’s
1960 classic thrillePsychowith Anthony Perkins as a cross-dressing psycligeid
referring to herself and her anger. Philip Auslartieorizes women stand-up
comedians’ manifestations of their anger at pathiak power in public sphere as fem-
rage>’* In thePsyCHOshow Cho shares that she was raped when she wag.y6ho
connects her personal fem-rage against her rapilitical fem-rage against multiple
incidents of rape, murder, and violence against eoand gays in recent world history:
from Indian women whose faces were burnt by aaiovth by men and young Nigerian
girls kidnapped and forced into marriage by Nigsrmailitant group Boko Haram to the
1998 gay-hating killers of Matthew Shepard. Incogbimg a corporeal image of fem-
rage, Cho jokes about how to deal with Boko Hardmvant to put together a badass
crew of pissed-off women to just go over there fig] and just, let’s just go get'em.
[...] We'll get together, we’ll train, we’ll all hangut so much, we get on the same cycle.
And then we will go the week before. I'm talkingoaib Shark Week. So we will go and
we will teach Boko Haram a lesson about women aludation.”’? She then lists a slew

of incidents against women and gay men and telttatsshe would like to do the same

171 philip Auslander, “Brought to You by Fem-Ragetad-up Comedy and the Politics
of Gender,” inActing Out: Feminist Performancesds. Lynda Hart and Peggy Phelan
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1993)5-336.

172 Margaret ChoPsyCHQ
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thing to all those who have perpetrated these «riamel other offenses: “I want to kill
every child molester, every rapist.* Cho’s radical expression of fem-rage as a feminist
tool reshaping the power dynamics between the patpe and the victim demonstrates
how much she cares and how far she would go t@ssdhe injustices that also inscribe
silence on women and gay survivors of violence. f8hghes her outburst with the play
on words from the title of her show by saying thla¢ is willing to do these acts of
violent retribution “because there is no ‘I’ in&e’ but there is a ‘Cho’ in ‘psycho®™
In effect, Cho has found a way to channel her fagerinto stimulating her artistic

expression: “my rage is really keeping me alive,rape is my art*”>

173 Regarding her vivid language expressing violets,ddargaret Cho stated: “It's
because | am also a rape victim. | am a childhesda abuse survivor.” In a later
interview about her song entitled “I Want to KillyMRapist” from her new music album,
American MythCho said: “we want to kill the rapists. I'm a tio and now a survivor of
sexual abuse and rape, and I think it's really tarlk about it. | think having a song to
perform live will allow others to talk about it’dta huge issue, and this was cathartic for
me.” Danielle Bacher, “Margaret Cho Gets Deep altasgt Sexual Abuse: ‘All | Have Is
Ownership of My Own Suffering’ (Exclusive IntervigyBillboard, September 2, 2015,
http://www.billboard.com/articles/news/6678375/maneg-cho-sexual-abuse-bullying-
psycho-comedy-tour-album-robin-williams-joan-rivers

174 Margaret ChoPsyCHO.

175 Caitlin Gibson, “Margaret Cho: ‘My Rage Is Reallg&ping Me Alive’,”Washington

Post November 20, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost/tiéestyle/style/margaret-cho-



95

One of the most distinctive features in Cho’s 288§CHOperformance is that
her comedy has evolved beyond unfolding these s\ystd sexism, racism, and
heterosexism. Her comedy attempts to disclose r@gating notion of belonging in
terms of differencavithin lesbian and Korean American communities, and Grtopms
this as a caring gesture, to allow these communitigeimagine a radical inclusion to
stand together, thus inspiring her kindred to emdi@r own diversity and have more
friends, lovers, families, and build an even madusive future. Cho states that because
she’s bisexual she’s “never been sort of comfoetabthin the lesbian community”
because she doesn't “seem like a true lesbidrShe shares a story disrupting the
silencing of varied forms of lesbian existence witlesbian communities. Cho went on
tour in England, and after one of her performarsteswas approached by a white
English lesbian. Cho embodies this woman by pusherdgront teeth forward, holding
her shoulders tight to her sides, squinting, arythgawith a heavy and pompous English
accent: “can | offer you some criticism?” The cigim that this woman gave Cho was
simply this: “there’s not really enough lesbiannesentation*”” Cho repeats this line
several times revealing this woman'’s strong disaygi—or perhaps Cho’s own
interpretation of that disapproval—thinking that et would have a lot more talk about
lesbians and, more specifically, abbet type of lesbian representation: white and

Eurocentric. This woman’s objection conveys thaatycconstructed idea that Asian

my-rage-is-really-keeping-me-alive/2015/11/20/5e9B 8ed7-11e5-ae1f-
af46b7df8483_story.html?utm_term=.a91590d3c6fa.
178 Margaret ChoPsyCHO.

7 pid.
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women cannot possibly be queer because Asian whianenbeen stereotyped as
hypersexualized heterosexuals and Asian Americanemospecifically constructed as
being obtainable by white méff Cho’s repeated embodiment of the comment by this
woman also brings up, in my view, the questiorhefissue of authenticity within the
lesbian community, reiterating the hegemonic lashiaxhetype: the butch-femme
dichotomy. Adrienne Rich writes that lesbian exisexists in a continuum embracing
a wide range of woman-identified lesbian experisndescarding the clinical
terminology that ignores the diversity and fluiddf/lesbian experiences within that
spectrum. Rich views lesbian experience as anfaesistance against compulsory
heteronormativity that has been constructed artdrally institutionalized and affects
contemporary society in which women’s own sexuatitgenied-"® Although Rich’s
article was written in 1980, it is still relevantthe queer community. Even with gay
marriage becoming more accepted and queer commsibigéicoming more pandered to
by politicians and corporations, the including/extihg of trans people in female spaces
and the “heteronorming” of previously queer spawesate factions in favor of
compulsory heteronormativity and thus against Eskim and bisexuality as well.
Echoing Rich’s concept of lesbian existence anapiposition to lesbian essentialism,
Cho’s enactment of her experience of the deniaéodgnition as a bisexual woman

discloses how lesbian communities still have tddoaiwider range of acceptance and

178 Rosalind S. CholAsian American Sexual Politics: The ConstructiofRate, Gender,
and SexualitfPlymouth: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2019),
179 adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality andhias Existence,Signs: Journal

of Women in Culture and Socidiy(1980): 631-660.
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join the resistance in favor of what Rich viewsad'sontinuum.” Cho describes herself as
a bisexual Asian woman who self-identifies with\&fcie femme” type (referring to
Peppermint Patty’s friend in tHieeanutsCartoon), being in between the dichotomous
lesbian identities of femme and but®iCho thus destabilizes the homogenizing force of
demarcating the diverse formations of lesbian erist—including her own bisexuality
as a liminal identity between heterosexuality aochbsexuality—along with discussing
her racially intermediate position as an Asianetween black and white. Moreover, her
“Not Really Enough Lesbian Representation” act gaether than the in-betweenness of
her identity formations. Her exposure of being aatide femme” and her overt mimicry
of the criticism of the lack of lesbian represeitain her performance attack the
invisible power that forces queerness into beloggmbe either femme or butch, thus
ignoring the complexity and the diversity of lesbgubjectivities within lesbian
communities.

The conversation of queerness that Cho engendea igelevant to the topic of
Korean diaspora, because if we eliminate the Kopsforming artist talking about
gueerness we are then perpetuating the dualigwe of ethnicity vs. sexuality. In the
U.S. queerness in general is seen as a liberdeagss but being Korean has been
heteronormatized making queerness impossible evba imagined within the ethnic
culture. Ethnic identity as Korean and sexual iemts bisexual are seen to be in conflict
with each other. Cho’s single body with multiplemdifications such as bisexual and
Korean American reflects its liminal state in beséwdoth identities. Within this

discussion, Cho, who is a pioneering Korean Americgure and openly gay,

180 Margaret ChoPsyCHQ
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destabilizes this dualistic point of view comingrr a U.S. hegemony that eliminated
any prospect of an Asian queer or a Korean quéeiceitdentity. Talking about this
duality opens up the possibility of Korean queesn&®rean diaspora comes in many
shapes and forms; for Cho, this includes queera@skshe claims her sexuality as
Korean queer beyond the culturally traditional @mative Korean American and Asian
American communitie$®*

Switching the subject to Korean Americans, Chorsfn implicit critique of the

internalized force of a model minority stereotypéhwm Korean American communities

that marginalize difference within. She talks abloeit Koreanjimjilbang (= =)
experience in Los Angeles. jmijilbang is a Korean spa where one can enjoy spa
services as well as entertainment such as foodsagasgames, and movies. The spa is
divided into male and female and nude and non-sedgons. These spas provide
patrons with a cloth that is optional to wear ia ttude zone. Cho went into the nude
women’s section without the cloth as allowed. As slalked around the spa, Cho tells
the audience members, she experienced “dirty lofsksi Korean women. Eventually
the Korean manager found her and ordered her torptlie spa’s garment because her
body made other patrons uncomfortable. But it waSho’s naked body that made the

patrons uneasy; it was the fact that Cho has sy tadtoos all over her body. Cho’s

181 The first national gathering of Queer and Transeéa Americans (KQTcon) took
place in New York City in April 2018. One wondefsuch a gathering would have
transpired if Cho had not started openly claimiegildentity as a Korean queer and
become a queer pioneer decades ago. For more @iomabout KQTcon, see

https://www.kgtcon.org/.
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naked all-tattooed body, as an eyesore spectachadded deviance from “normative”
Koreanness in that particular space, was subjgotsdrutiny and regulation by
voyeuristic looks and judgments that want to deWmat kind of body types are allowed
to belong in the community. In the performance, Iweals her all-tattooed stomach to
her audience members to show the “thing” that undet a shaming examination to
screen a non-normative body out of a public spHéhe. rolls up her tank top to her mid-
waist and rolls down her shorts a little from hmsach to expose her completely
tattooed abdomen. She then tells her entire spg with her tattooed belly uncovered.
By her self-objectification—to make a point on hthwse Korean patrons viewed her
body as an object—she turns her body into a pedbve text to be read. Her being
bullied, shamed, and censored in this Korean spaalher eccentric body type,
specifically her multi-tattooed body, exposes thetations of Korean American hard-
line conservative conformists in terms of expregsionsciousness, acceptance, and
tolerance for difference. In the spa, the spacebesa identified as Korean, even though
located in the U.S., and thus culturally “approf@idody types seized the right to
marginalize “other” forms of body in order for tleo® either conform or be ostracized.
Although Cho in the show explicitly stresses thargmalizing people who look
different and behave differently is wrong, she axp that, historically, Koreans have a
biased perception of tattoos, originating from ¢héure of gangsters after the Korean
War. She also states that the Korean spa lateogiged and offered her a free spa day,
but only after Cho had written about this onlinel @neated a storm of fans upset about
her treatment at the spa. Yet Cho recounts thident in her performance not to accuse

Korean people in the U.S. of discrimination butatisruptive wake-up call for Korean
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Americans to formulate an inclusive belonging ambrace diverse perspectives within
their communities. Therefore, Cho’s stories of paad incidents—such as those of the
lesbian audience member and the Korean spa patmmhsianager—agitate against the
segregating effect that mutes heterogeneity in LQB®mmunities and generates a huge
barrier for the Korean population to create a diitgrconscious enclave. The goal of
Cho’s disruption is to make audiences aware ofdiééem of segregation within “us,”
thus liberating us from those chains of silencé¢ #éna constructed based on presumed
sameness and homogeneity.

The artist-audience relationship is very significenCho’s work as she develops
a powerful sense of belonging with her spectatmeating what | call “spect-allies®?
Through her alliance with her spectators, Cho fanss audiences into an intersectional
and affective agency of “spect-allyhood,” encounggihem to revolt against multiple
forms of violence and the silence oppressing woarehthe LGBTQ community. Cho
uses the medium of stand-up comedy not only toesgoner personal and political views,
but also to publicly actualize her own autonomaléand intersectional experiences as a
Korean-American bisexual woman. Feminist legal istsidcholar Kimberlé Crenshaw
conceptualizes intersectionality by analyzing AdncAmerican women’s experiences of
oppression such as racism and/or sexism, whichotdoenfully explained by one single

axis of either race or gender. Their experiencesrartually intersected with gender and

182 Augusto Boal created the term “Spect-Actor” to dernew kind of spectator that
would no longer be passive but actively involvedhe scene and offer solutions to the
problems of oppression. Augusto Boal, prefacéheater of the Oppressédondon:

Pluto Press, 2000), xxi.
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race but also with other systems of power sucleagaity, ethnicity, religion, and
class'®® Analyzing the motivation, process, ramificatioard significances of Cho'’s
personal stories and her bodily and vocal presenadage, | put forward that she not
only configures a queer dimension of Korean diagpothe U.S., but also empowers the
ethnic group of Korean Americans, particularly KameAmerican women, who are often
stereotyped in—if not ostracized from—the variongegainment industries.
“Entertainment is politics and what | do is so impat because I'm an Asian American
woman and a gay and lesbian activist and all cfelebfferent minority groups wrapped
into one person. [...] I'm trying to really represeny life as it is and to inspire other
people to do the samé&® Cho invites audiences to become allies for matigied

groups of people by embracing their difference sTgulitical and artistic allyhood in
Cho’s space becomes a force to change the raexsst,sand heterosexist contexts of
contemporary American society by laughing abouséhsubjects that she attacks. Cho’s
creation of a cross-cultural coalition emits a wigive counter-energy laughing against
diverse forms of oppression about disentitled pedphughter in this space is not just
fleeting; it captures the moment to create a soughde togetherness within the allyhood.

Cho’s disruptive force formulates an affective Ioglimg for her audience as spect-allies

183 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersestof Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrineefinist Theory, and Antiracist
Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Foruh, no. 8 (1989): 139-67.

184 Margaret Cho, interview by Asia SociefAsia Societyaccessed May 7, 2017,

http://asiasociety.org/margaret-cho-shes-one-shdswya
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through three stages that | conceptualize as; Gwtural and personal identification;
second, actualization through laughter; and lastj\fe community.

Cho opened her act talking about a number of Araariconic celebrities and
popular cultural products, creating a sense oftt@yaess among the audience of the
PsyCHOshow. The creation of the relationship between &b her audience reflects
her efforts in the formulation of the baseline agber spect-allies. Cho goes further by
calling out directly to the audience, asking vgrgafic questions. In two moments in the
show Cho asks the public: “where’s the Asian peBphnd, later, after her performance
about American cultural icons such as Joan Rirgabeth Taylor, and Montgomery
Clift, she asks: “where are the fag-hags?” Modiintitively, she directly engages with
some of the gay audience members in the first tovexchange their thoughts on “eating
pussy.” Calling out into the entire auditorium fodividuated spectators or interacting
directly with them to open up is an act of intelgibn, and it is empowering to see her
unashamed performance of race, gender, and sgxaslghe dismantles the barrier
between her as a performer and the collective anayyf the auditorium, endowing her
audience with a recognition. This identificatiosets the relationship of the theater as a
communal spectacle; instead of Cho as a lone paeioand a distanced audience, she
sets up the “we” as spect-allies.

The spect-alliance in Cho’s stand-up comedy isritersected ethnic, gender, and
sexual belonging in the U.S., a transgressive lgghgnthat becomes actualized through
laughter in Cho’s embodiments of those identitlennifer Reed argues that “the creation
of queer space allows the connection across umessaxlual categories. The use of humor

allows a glimpse into our shared vulnerabilitiesg@&ther, they create a profoundly
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humanizing context that allows us to feel a conoadb those we share the laugh
with.”*8® Building upon Reed'’s ideas about humor, | arga¢ @ho’s comedy evokes
laughter, which stimulates bodies, feelings, angh@mn about the connection across the
axis of uneven power relations within plural U.8memunities. Cho’s public’s laughter is
her spectators’ endorsement of strong dissent sigdie normalization of silence that
perpetuates uneven power relations; it also dissees a strong consent to her
subversive assertion of feminist thoughts througtiyband language. For Cho, laughter
is a form of caring so that the so-called margeeadican be recognized, redressed, and
empowered. Her act, which evokes laughter (or th@faughter which evokes caring),
amplifies the sense of togetherness. Comedy im#tium through which individuated
audience members are identified as a collectivéifubetween shared laughter. As a
form of resistance that claims agency, acceptaudfreedom for people who have been
deprived, laughter is positive, political, and pofue Cho’s disruptive embodiments are
the igniting points for the formation of affectibelonging for “spect-allies” who become
actualized through acts of laughing.

A community materializes at the end of Cho’s perfance when she sings a song
and invites her audience to sing along. Throughlmeiactual performance at the
Gramercy Theater, Cho sang a number of differemgs¢that were edited out of the
Netflix version), creating a feeling of festivitfhe closing song (which is included in the
online version) reintroduces her “Fat Pussy” stapdeutine from her performance with

a song by the same name, one of the tracks in(iat @Grammy-nominated album

185 Jennifer Reed, “Sexual Outlaws: Queer in a Funay¥\Women'’s Studie40, no. 6

(2011): 775-6.
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American Myth Analyzing the 200&€ho Revolutiorperformance, Rachel Lee theorizes
what she calls the “pussy ballistics” of Cho’s stiyt repertoire raising “a critique of US
empire that focuses on the Asian sex worker astiogi support for the military troops
of commodity capitalism®® This pussy ballistics envisions the interconneoss
between the personal state of a body and the qadlgtate of a societal system. The “Fat
Pussy” song from Cho'BsyCHOshow is an example of pussy ballistics, especially
relation to contemporary fat/body politics in whitte materiality of fatness and social
pressure on one’s body shape produces unequal piywwamics among different bodies.
Lee proposes that this pussy ballistics theory eh@sd‘its values as a mode of pursuing
feminist, queer, and racial studies critiques @m@&githrough its roundabout technique—
its refusing the straight path going directly te foint."®’ Cho’s song is a roundabout
method to not only disrupt body conformity and $aeming culture, but to also make
fathess—which has often been erased in mainstre&ore&—visible in a celebratory
musical language. Cho overtly encourages all tiilgeage members to participate in the
performance by singing along with her and her bamaktly by joining in the very easy
to remember “Fat Pussy” refrain. Singing the fusopg along with that funny woman
maximizes the festive community among the spe@slforging a profoundly bonding
experience: performing a utopic community. This owmal ending leads the audience to

feel the spect-allyhood, creating a sense of béhgnig the here and now.

18 Rachel Lee, “Pussy Ballistics and the Queer AppéRleristalsis, or Belly Dancing
with Margaret Cho,GLQ 20, no. 4 (2014): 493.

187 pid.



105

Mournful Moving Body in Dohee Lee’'sMu/&&

Dancer, choreographer, singer, musician, and pagnce artist Dohee Lee
incorporates Korean shamanistic ritual elementsemperformances as tools to reveal the
lives and feelings of immigrants through her ritpalformance. Before coming to the
United States in 2002, Lee studied Korean danceglgpmusic and percussion in a
professional level of mastery in South Korea. Asdistic director and instructor, she
has shared her artistic knowledge of Korean trawii art forms with American students
by teaching Korean drumming and dance at the Kovearth Cultural Center (2002-
2008) and the Oakland Asian Cultural Center (20081). She is currently faculty at
Tamalpa Institute in Kentfield, California and Heeen recognized in her field through
multiple awards and grant® As a first-generation immigrant, Lee settled ia 8an
Francisco Bay Area to start her new artistic joyreeperimenting with music, dance,
ritual, and performance through her newly createdelin diasporic identity. In 2004,
Lee launched thBuri Project, an experiment of multidisciplinary artworks with
ritualistic elements as performance to envisionetiect of healing. The worgluri is the

noun form for the verpul-dameaning to untangle knotted things, conditionsl/@n

188 Among her many awards, Lee is the recipient ofishdora Duncan Special Award
(Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, 2008), New MUW$8A Project Grant (2016); Doris
Duke Impact Award (2015), Honorary Fellowship ofeTWilliam and Flora Hewlett
Foundation (2014), East Bay Community Foundatid18, MAP Fund (2013),
Creative Capital Award (2013), and several artigesidency grants. Dohee Lee,
“About/bio,” accessed March 24, 2018,

http://www.doheelee.com/HTML/About/bio.html.
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relationships. This can be applied to explain ptaisipsychological, or emotional
conditions that become disentangled from one’s egged or painful state, memory,
and/or past®® Lee’sPuri performance is her method to heal splinteredicgiahips
between people and nature and between people amuoity*° In her experimental
artistic search for formulating a discourse on imgdflor thisPuri Project, Lee created
SPoRan 2010 in which she uses a synthesized soundsdapeer-Asian experiences of
wars to explore “themes of migration and the Aslaspora within a context of
international war.*** Collaborating with two other diasporic musiciadapanese
American Hiroyuki Jimi Nakagawa and Vietnamese Ainaar Van-Ahn Vanessa Vo,
Lee creates a dialogic sonic space that conneetithtbe nations (represented by each
artist’s ethnic origin) that experienced the Kor&dar, the Vietnam War, World War |l
(specifically in the Pacific), and U.S. militarizat in their lands of origin. Each of the
three musicians plays a variety of traditional makinstruments filtered through Lee’s
electronic sound mixer. Imagining wars, immigratiand healing expressed through
their musical performance, these three diaspotistamwith different ethnic backgrounds
formed an ensemble for the sonic conversation obiméng an Asian diaspora based on

the image of a dandelion that flies away and sréadeed, as the title suggeSBoRa

189 Hyun-soon Baek, “Sal-pu-ri Dance and a PhilosagliResearch on the Harldurnal
of Korean Danc&7, no. 1 (2009): 52.

199 Dohee Lee, “Projects,” accessed January 7, 2018,
http://www.doheelee.com/HTML/Projects/Projects.html

1 Dohee Lee, “SPoRa,” accessed January 7, 2018,

http://www.doheelee.com/HTML/Projects/Puri%20PreojgPoRa/SPoRa.html.
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Among her other works, Lee performs seasonal piecbang ritual into urban life when
she views an urgent need, as the connection betmagare and human life becomes
severed® As an ongoing series of site-specific performansgallations integrating
Korean traditional music and dance, contempordrgter practices, and audience
interaction, these seasonal pieces are performledtinindoor and outdoor places such as
museums, galleries, universities, and performapaees of all sizes for the specific
creation of spiritual care for a community.

Lee’s birth place, Jeju Island, south of mainl&wdith Korea, holds a special
meaning for her as a Korean diasporic artist, eafpg@n relation to the island’s ongoing
struggle with U.S. militaristic extension. Jeju @&l a long history of witnessing battles
for geopolitical power over East Asia since thealsgse colonial era. After the Japanese
evacuation, the mainland of South Korea and Jeje wecupied by the U.S. military. In
1948, Korea was experiencing post-colonial uphemvtidle middle of political battles
that started to separate the country along anadezl line between Communism and
the U.S.-backed implementation of capitaliStiwhen the U.S. military viewed Jeju as
being pro-communist, a co-directed operation by. thiitary and pro-American South
Korean government troops occurred from March 1 71@4April 3, 1948. This resulted

in the massacre of up to eighty thousand civiliaatwrest one third of Jeju’s

192 Dohee Lee, “Seasonal Rituals,” accessed Janu@§138,
http://www.doheelee.com/HTML/Projects/Ara%20Gut.htm
193 Heonik Kwon,The Other Cold WafNew York: Columbia University Press, 2010),

103.
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population'®* Even after the Korean War Armistice, the U.S. tailj continued its
presence on Jeju, justifying the United Statesitmrsas a watchdog in East Asia.
Starting in 2007, the Gangjeong village in Jejudmee the center of attention when its
inhabitants resisted the construction of a navaélar U.S. military use as it destroyed
their livelihood, historical markers, and naturdources, thus dividing the regional
community into two opposite groups: pro- and an$Lhaval base constructibit.Even

though civil organizations for the protection otura and the demilitarization of East

194|n South Korea, a number of cultural products hde@it with the Jeju April 3
Massacre. For example, the theater piecgss (1949),x= (1980), 9 stot &t 72t 2 20t

gojat (2002), x4 1z 9| 52t (2015); novelsto|4= (when this novel came out in South
Korea in 1978 it was officially banned under diotaPark Chung-hee’s government;
since 2013, the theater version of this novel leslproduced annuallygz otz of 7oty
(1978), 41312 at71 4 (2003); films: 2o# stojL (1983),31= ¢ 1(1997),21= s 2 (1999),
zutx) e 42 (2005),zte a2 (2009),24 (2010),x12 (2013),u1= (2013); children’s books:

I

ml
o
b}

s o202 g (2003),22 suz (2004),5<2 gotrx (2014),12=% (2016); poetry:
smMg teten (1979),aet4 (1987),01% (1983); musiczsx o= we (1987); visual art:

zabjo gEuzsmAt (this 1992 solo exhibition published an illustratioook with

paintings calleds#zxct), Korean adoptee artist Jane Jin Kaisé&egerations of Dissent

(2011/16). Korean Japanese artists have also deddhis massacre: Seok-beom Kim’s

novels such agnotyo =g (1957) andsiatz (1976-97) were translated and published in

Korean in 1988; Eui-shin Jeong’s play/fiakiniku Dragon(2008/17).

195 Sang-hun Choe, “Island’s Naval Base Stirs Oppmsiith South Korea,New York

Times August 18, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/@3horld/asia/19base.html.
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Asia protested the naval base project, its construgvas completed in 2015. During
those eight years of struggle (and still today) has been one of the many activists
protesting the U.S. militarization in Jeju and achting for the demilitarization of South
Korea.

For ten years in the U.S. and in Jeju, startioghf2004, Lee researched and
developed heMAGO performance, which had its world premiere in Nobem2014 at
the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. Lee states‘MAGO s a deeply personal work
that begins with my life—the history and mythologfymy home island, Jeju; the past
and future lives of my ancestors; and the expee@ideing an immigrant female artist
in the USA.* Lee intendedVAGO not only to console the spirit of the victims bét
Jeju April 3 Massacre but also to seek a spiriteabnciliation through her ritual
performance. In preparation fBfAGO, Lee visited Jeju and the areas where the April 3
mass executions occurred. While walking througlséhlling fields, she noticed a
massive number of crows that had nested therehataviere incessantly cawing. In an
interview, Lee said she felt that those crows wkeconly witnesses of the massacres
remaining and that their ceaseless cawing was @skenquestion: “What can you see?”
This encounter left a deep impression on her aspiiied Lee to use the bird’s image for
herMAGO performance in which she transforms herself intooav as “a connector

between land, ancestors, nature and [herself]Iiatedacts with her audience, asking

1% Dohee Lee, “Interview,Doris Duke Performing Artist Awargsccessed June 4,

2017, http://ddpaa.org/artist/dohee-lee/.
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them what they see as they look at images of waijsgied on a screenl’ The legend of
the creator goddess Mago in ancient Korean mytlyathe driving factor of this
performance as it reveals the heterogeneous caongsdtietween the personal and
political, dreams and reality, past and preserisliymicrocosm and macrocosm. Crystal
Mun-hye Baik writes that Lee “grapples with theitatlized imperial enfiguration of
contemporary Korea through a diasporic feminishdpeint. [...] Lee reconfigures
Korean shamanistic practices to produce crosstraffibations and solidarities that

exceed the material borders of Jeju Island anddrean Peninsula’®®

Building upon
Baik’s conceptualization dfIAGO as an artistic embodiment of a Korean transnaltiona
feminist stance for the decolonization of Koreanalyze Lee’s 201¥u performance as
a re-imagination of the belonging of diasporic ek and communities in the United
States through the act of embodying Korean shartianisial elementsMu is part of
Lee’s ongoindARA—Waterways Time Weayesject of participatory transdisciplinary
dance/theater/ritual performance, incorporatingnelets of Korean shamanism, Korean
traditional dance and music with electronic sound @sual images.

In her 2017 solo performance entitlgldl, which premiered in Los Angeles at the

Roy and Edna Disney/CalArts Theater (REDCAT), Ltegrates her own creative

imagination with a format derived from the traditéd Korean shamanistic rituat(gut),

197 Dohee Lee, “Interview by Byron Au YongCreative Capital Blog — Artist-to-Artist
Conversation SeriegtNovember 5, 2014, http://blog.creative-capit@/@014/11/artist-

artist-dohee-lee-byron-au-yong/.

198 Crystal Mun-hye Baik, MAGOand Communal Ritual as Neocolonial Praxis: An

Exchange with Dohee LeeYerge: Studies in Global Asi&s no. 2 (2016): 4.
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including music, costume, dance, and movement. ffamsformed shamanistic ritual
performance employs the historical and ongoingestarf different immigrant groups in
the U.S., more specifically the Bay Area Bhutanéseth Group; the collective of
immigrant, refugee, and artists called CoRazOn witich Lee is involved; and Korean
American writer Teresa Hak Kyung CH&.Through her shamanistic performancéin,
Lee’s mourning and moving body conveys the spilityaf Korean shamanism and the
functions of shamang£, mudang in a community as a connective tissue that, érds
a newly arrived immigrant to the United States,regpes the meanings of becoming part
of a diaspora and formulates belonging in the Wn8&ates.

In her bookKorean Shamanism and Cultural NationaligAyun-key Kim
Hogarth writes that the most important functiontbed shaman is to mediate between “the
supernatural and human worlds through utilizing¢sdecstasy state&” In this sense,
shamans are intermediaries between spirits and iimMashaman performs the ritual—a
highly dramatic event—which includes complex trawtial dancing, singing and drama,
accompanied by elaborate costumes, musical instiisn@nd various paraphernalia. A
skillful shaman makes contact with gods and spusisig mimetic gestures, music,
dance, and visual symbols. Shamans are also pefsyeven entertainers, and carriers

of traditional Korean culture. As performers ofigts, shamans are creative artists who

199 Benjamin Michel, “Korean-Born Artist Raises Immgt Voices Through Performance,”
KQED Arts March 21, 2017, https://ww2.kged.org/arts/201/20&orean-born-artist-raises-
immigrant-voices-through-performance/.

200 Lyun-key Kim HogarthKorean Shamanism and Cultural Nationali¢eoul:

Jimoondang Publishing Company, 1999), 12.



112

can improvise words and actions reacting to theiSpeituation in which thgut occurs,
and use their special abilities for the benefithaf everyday lives of their clients and the
community. For Lee, as a mediating shaman, perfograiritual as an extraordinary
organ of the community is significant in connectmgths between generations, between
locations, and between individuals.

In Korea, the predominance of female shamans isteguishing feature of
shamanism. Korean shamanism existed before thed#segdom (1392-1910). As a
Confucian society, the Joseon Kingdom officiallytfade any religious activities except
for Confucian rituals, judging non-Confucian adie$ and particularly shamanistic
rituals to be “superstitious practices?4, eumsd.*** This one-belief system not only
restricted the population to the rules of male-dmated Confucian rituals, but also
marginalized women'’s participation in shamanisnthéligh participants in shamanistic
rituals were not limited to women, this marginaliaa of non-Confucian activities led
mostly women to secretly participate in shamanistiivities. Over the centuries,
because shamanism stood “outside of the boundafrtee Confucian social structure,”
women participants relied on consultations with&asrshamans to deal with their private

and emotional issues and gained personal powarghrshamanistic practicé¥.In the

201 Martina Deuchler, “Propagating Female Virtues lo€on Korea,” inWomen and
Confucian Cultures in Premodern China, Korea, aadah eds. Dorothy Ko, JaHyun
Kim Haboush and Joan R Piggott (Berkeley: UnivgrsitCalifornia Press, 2003), 158.
292 janice C. H. Kim, “Processes of Feminine Powean®ns in Central Korea,” in
Korean Shamanism: Revivals, Survivals, and ChaedeKeith Howard (Seoul: Seoul

Press, 1998), 121.
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post-colonial period of reconstructing the natifteraindependence from the Japanese
colonial empire, South Korea as a modern natiote $teed to indoctrinate their
indigenous cultures into a national form. To dotke,state purified the “contamination”
of Japanese colonial influences on language, aathite, and the arts, rediscovering the
“authenticity” of Koreanness in terms of Koreanfarms, such as mask dance dramas,
and even reinstating Korean shamanism as an okigima of national culture unique in
world history. During the 1970s, the inception eéat-garde theater movements
accelerated the pace of resurrection of Koreaalr#tic elements derived from
shamanism by incorporating these into their thealtforms?*® Even though Korean
shamanism has received great attention from adrelsscholars, the rapid
Westernization, and especially ChristianizationSotith Korea influenced people’s
reception of Korean shamanism as superstitiorhithdver-changing reception of Korean
shamanism, Lee’s performance is not just an instahessentializing Korean national
culture by using shamanistic performatives, bytrangboard to articulate how the power
of myths embedded in spirituality can possibly eron a future interconnecting the past
and present of diasporic groups settled in NortreAca.

Lee’s performance pieces are the rituals: a newat@grforming Korean
shamanistic rituals as a mythmaking process blgnladitional Korean art with

contemporary artistic elements. Furthermore, sisgvars her own question as to why

ritual matters for her performance:

23 Dong-il Lee, “Ritual Transformation Techniqueskint Performance Practices: Three
Forms of Korean Shamanist Theatrédeentong KutTal Kut, Madang Kut’ Doctoral

Dissertation, University of Minnesota, 1994, 49.
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In difficult times people have the tendency to aaggte and find strength
with each other and to free themselves from fedrdoubts by
participating in collective ceremonies. Rituals eoenplex and bring
together different art forms into a cathartic expece. It carries the
purpose of action and intention to form a link betw the human, nature
[sic] and spiritual realm&*
Mu is a ritual-performance particularly for the conmity of immigrants in North
America. Locating herself as a shaman in the orggoigthmaking process embracing all
the people in the community, Lee blends ritual padormance in order to facilitate the
artistic, emotional, and spiritual experiences @dling for her community audiences.

In Mu, Lee utilizes the Ara myth. Ara is the goddesteafs, and her name means
“ocean” and “eye.” The story recounts that the ges#¢s tears flowed down from her
eyes and became rivers and oceans. They thendlapteo become the twinkling stars in
the Milky Way, each of the stars telling a storyeafotion such as love, sorrow,
desperation, and hope. Lee’s collaboration with momity workshops, such as
Community Health for Asian Americans (CHAA) basaddakland, was an important
factor in creating this performance, because hestiarmaterials are actual stories told by

members of the community and collected throughatbikshops>>> On her investigation

204 Dohee Lee, “Statement,” accessed January 6, 20tp8//www.doheelee.com/HTML
/About/Statment.html.

03| ee collaborated with one hundred multi-generatidxsian immigrant women from
more than ten backgrounds in conjunction with teen@unity Health for Asian

Americans (CHAA) in Oakland. CHAA is a non-proftganization whose mission is to
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of the waterways through their ancestral lineage &tates that the driving questions for
the participants of the workshops to explore wasdtat has happened to that land,
nature, and people? What stories, myth and ritume been created? Where have we
come from and what remain$% As diasporic people in the U.S. working together o
creating physical movements, drawing visual imagesing literary works like a poem,
and singing a song, workshop participants seartdrettie connection between home,
land, ocean, and body.

Starting with the section called “Chungsin: Prageng,”Mu has the following
sections: “Weeping Song,” “Oguness,” and “Obangsing’ (2«4 %), and ends with the
part called “Songsin.” The trio @hungsin(xl), osin(<41), andsongsin(z41) is the
archetypal structure of Korean shamanistic ritddi€hungsinmeans to call and
welcome the god or spirit to come. Neaxsjnmeans to ask the spirit questions that the
participants of the ritual are concerned aboutlesten to the spirit’s answer in the course
of making the spirit happy with music and dancestlyasongsinmeans to send the spirit
away to the place where it came from before beallgd. Lee’s performance changes

this primary structure by having three differenttgms in the Osin partition: “Weeping

advance the lives of marginalized communities aamtiqularly San Francisco and
Oakland Bay Asian and Pacific Islander communitig=e “MAP Fund | Dancers’ Group
for Dohee Lee,MapFund accessed December 14, 2017,
http://mapfund.org/grant_887.html.

2% Dohee Lee, “ARA Waterways,” accessed January 7820
http://www.doheelee.com/HTML/Projects/Ara_waterwaysl.

207 ee, “Ritual Transformation Techniquesknt Performance Practices,” 104.



116

Song,” “Oguness,” and “Obangshinjang.” Ohangshigjeithe Korean shamanistic deity
of the five directions (east, west, north, soutid eenter), who protects land, people and
spirits for a harmonious universe.

Theritual-performance begins with “Chungsin: Prayen§adoy showing a
seashore video projection on the back screen dhtedre space as the audience hears
the sounds of waves crashing on the shore. InitteoyLee appears frame left and
slowly walks on the beach going toward the direofiposite side of the screen carrying
a small hand-made ship over her head. At one paisplit section of the screen shows
young immigrant women participants from the CHAA@sation who took part in her
workshop making the boat that Lee carries ovelhead. This screen image of Lee
walking along the seashore holding the boat intgemowith the images of these
workshop participants who created it reveals Leeli&boration with diverse groups of
female immigrants. The boat symbolizes diaspothdédJnited States with a history
starting from the Pilgrims, the African slave trattee waves of European immigrants,
the Vietnamese boat people, to Haitian and Cubg@orasseekers. Lee, then, appears on
stage and performs a Korean traditional danceaa#&puri (¢=0)) in a diagonal
direction toward the audienc®al-puriis a traditional slow dance form, based on Korean
shamanistic beliefs. In Korean, the wea means negative spirits or energy, and the
termpuri means to release or relieve; ga&-puridance is thus a dance to release the
negative spirits or energy. Lee dances this pieaeipulating long colorful cloth strips
instead of utilizing a single white cloth that isstomarily used in the traditional dance
form. This dance suggests a symbolic tribute tspgbac people in the United States who

have moved across the waves, attempting to untéingienegative feelings and energy.
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Particular to Korean culture is the concephah a psychological and emotional
negative energy associated with Korean people valve been oppressed by the brutal
reality of the hardships of life. Jung-soon Shireagfically defineshanas evoking a
“pervasive sense of sorrow, traditionally in neédlmamanistic purging in the spirits of
the dead, but also describing the sense of nattcanaina induced first by the Japanese

occupation, then by the post-war division of thartoy.”?% In her performance, Lee

298 Jung-Soon Shim, “The Shaman and the Epic TheateeNature of Han in the Korean
Theatre,’New Theatre Quarterl20, no. 3 (2004): 216. There is no clear agreement
about whahanis among many scholars across different acadeadkdgvounds. Young-
hee Lee definesanas “a representative characteristic of Korearuegtwhich means a
mental state in which hurt feelings are trappethenmind.” Sang-jin Choi explairfsan

to be “the Koreans’ national sentiment and theeotive symbol of Korean people.”
Grace M. Cho states thiaanis “accumulated grief and rage,” JaHyun Kim Halbous
writes of “unrequited sorrow,” and Laurel Kendadifahes it as “unfulfilled desires.” See
Young-hee Leddeology, Culture, and Han: Traditional and Earlyollern Korean
Women'’s Literatur¢Seoul: Jibomoondang Publishing Co., 2002), 33gganChoi,
Hankukin ShimlihakPsychology of the Korean People) (Seoul: Chundamgersity
Press, 2000), 76; Grace M. Clitaunting the Korean Diaspora: Shame, Secrecy, and
the Forgotten Wa(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 20@; JaHyun Kim
Haboush, “Versions and Subversions: PatriarchyRolggamy in Korean Narratives,” in
Women and Confucian Cultures in Premodern ChinagKoand Japanedited by
Dorothy Ko, JaHyun Kim Haboush, and Joan R. Pig@dais Angeles: University of

California Press, 2003), 282; Laurel Kendale Life and Hard Times of a Korean
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incorporates Korean shamanistic rituals to purge(st) that is entangled with people
beyond the Korean diaspora. After finishing heratarshe takes off her cloak and sits
center stage. She then unrolls a long scroll, wiicttached to her skirt, spreads it
toward the audience and reads a Korean poetiarstatgnon-translated for the
audience). This poem recalls her diasporic expee@f following her dreams of coming
to a new land along the waterways but experienaingmber of losses such as her
language and culture when becoming a diasporiestidiler statement connects with the
stories of the female immigrant workshop particiigamho created the boat seen in the
video. In this trio of video, dance, and poem, lsdgdy functions as a medium to deliver
the stories of becoming diaspora interrelated ditferent groups of immigrants and
intersected with historical and literary imaginatio

The interface between various digital media swchaund, film, and animation
and Lee’s live performance dancing, singing, regifooetry, and playing percussion is
distinctive inMu, as the beginning of the performance juxtaposgsraon the video
screen with Lee’s dancing and reciting a poem agestin the following section called
“Weeping Song,” Lee sits center stage constantintihg the phrase “Ah-e-ghost6|n)
which is the Korean expression of one’s mournfatestThe projected video on the
background screen shows a woman in a white Korealitibnal garment in a cave-like
space who tries to pull out from the ground a lanite thread that seems to have no
end. The simultaneity of the actions on stage anslcoeen create a sense that the acts of

weeping and pulling the thread from the groundpamallel actions that reinforce the two

Shaman: Of Tales and the Telling of Taldsnolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1988),

8.
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women'’s relationship to one another. In an intexyikee clarifies this part of the
performance by stating that “the projected imagé¢henbackground screen is a sound-
image for the weeping song®® According to Lee, foregrounding the sound-image of
weeping conveys to the audience how what begiasnas-empathetic state can be
unsettled, stirred, and stimulated, so that empiatbemmunication can emerge, which is
why so often “it is possible for us to talk and aoomicate with each other only after
crying.”?*° This intensified act of mourning not only caudes destabilization of
relationships among people, history, and/or natuealso allows a new understanding
of their interconnectedness. This “Weeping Songtipo ends with the sound of water
dripping in a puddle, the soundscape giving thamrenpression to the audience in the
dark auditorium of being in a cave.

Next, the “Oguness” part begins with Lee speakmgn untranslatable language
accompanied by small hand movements. The soundrdahguage echoes, repeated by a
wireless device that she wears that communicatéstive sound system, as if the
soundscape formulates a constant wave to reagbotheof ultimate communication.
According to Lee, this language is a “scored laggiiahat, like a leitmotif, embodies a
theme but also an intention. This ambiguous langulgt she created functions as a
“universal” connector across different worlds oftate, people, and spirit. This
“Oguness” part also synthesizes the spatializaifdhe sound and the acoustics of the
space. The stage floor is decorated with the pregeabstract image that constantly

moves following Lee’s direction and changes shapeting to Lee’s sound. The moving

29 Dohee Lee, interview by author, Los Angeles, Apii| 2017.

210 |pid.
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images are composed of abstract lines and forrasndves with peaks and troughs in
accordance with her movements and sounds. The sesadance of her language and
the image waves on the floor are in constant motoeating a chaotic mood until both
sound and image subside. This ever-mutating forfimgéal, sonic, and visual frenzy
reflects Lee’s artistic message that order comésfodisorder. The disruptive and
chaotic energy actualized through the ensembleeo§tored language, sounds,
movements, and images has a potential that caatend fresh mind, rejuvenated
spiritual state, and positive future. This procdissloses how worlds regenerate into
harmonious communities in which nature and humast,present, and future; the
spiritual and the worldly freely communicate thosagining a utopic coexistence. This
part of her performance was particularly affectigenerating an almost unbearable
intensity on the spectators as sound, light, antiomeeached their pinnacle of confusion
before declining into calmness.

The intercultural experiment in the “Oguness” pdrthe performance, which is
influenced by Yoruba traditional rituals, bringst ¢lee question of the assumed
universality of myth across Asia and Africa, hezpresented by Korean shamanistic
ritual and African Yoruba ritual. In an intervielee states that she was introduced to
this particular culture from the West African ethigroup, mostly in southwestern and
north-central Nigeria and southern and central Beoy sharing artistic works with a
colleague whose pieces are based on Yoruba rftttalfie configuring of a ritualistic
connection across Korean shamanism and Yorubd ciltare is intriguing but felt less

powerful than the previous sections in her perforoeafocused on Korean cultures.

11| ee, interview by author.
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Conceivably, the act of inserting the differenttardl text with thehistorical and social
implications of performing Yoruba rituals lost sowifdts cultural specificities as
compared to Lee’s expertise of Korean shamanistlrgerforming arts. This points out
the possible precarity of intercultural performanacel its dependence on the perspectives
of artists, audiences, and scholdfMoreover, Lee explains the process of creating thi
intercultural section by stating that both Koreaamanism and Yoruba rituals have
gender differences in terms of energy—but withfdémeale spirit in both cultures
considered less important and not powerful enoadietrecognized. To reverse this
inequity, Lee creates the Goddess Oguness insfehd God Oguri®® In the
dichotomous view of gendered spirit either maléeonale, Lee asserts that the view of
the female spirit should be transformed by hightiigdnthe strength in the feminine side
of the spirit?** An accent on feminine spirituality is welcomedwmwer a rebalance of

gender power dynamics would be more significarterms of a positive message of

?12Claudia Tatinge Nasciment6rossing Cultural Borders through the Actor’'s Work:
Foreign Bodies of Knowledd®&lew York: Routledge, 2009), 4.

2130gun is one of several West African gods whose &ragries a sense of duality, as
Sandra T. Barnes writes: “the one is a terrifyipgcter: a violent watrrior, fully armed
and laden with frightening charms and medicindsltdis foes. The other is society’s
ideal male: a leader known for his sexual prowes® nurtures, protects, and
relentlessly pursues truth, equity, and justicai@a T. Barne#frica’s Ogun: Old
World and New(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 2.

214 | ee, interview by author.
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redress in order to redefine womanhood in a nongpsehal power structure in which
hegemonic masculinity rules.

During the “Obangshinjang” segment, Lee appearstage wearing a multi-
colored skirt and a helmet topped by a white pdtmwer seemingly opening and closing
whenever she moves. According to Lee, she carefoliyes up with costume design
ideas through inspirational activities such asaegeon Korean Buddhist murals and
meditations. The helmet originates from Koreanitiaakal music performed by and for
farmers who wear a hat with a peony flower cabbad-pho(sz=). The hat in Lee’s
performance is replaced with a helmet that is gwadrn by a shaman who wants to
make contact with a male warrior spirit. The sldrinade of many pieces of multi-color
paper creating layers like a delicate lace skiee invented the idea for the design of this
costume herself and collaborated with ritual wessigher Dana Kawano, who
materialized Lee’s vision for the outfit. In thenmgrant women’s workshop at CHAA,
Lee asked the participants to write their feeliafanger on a piece of paper. These
writings then became part of the colorful skirteasollection of written expressions of
anger that dwell in immigrant women'’s experiencethe U.S. The costume is thus not
just a decorative adornment for the visual embetlisnt of the performance, it is also an
important signifier of an emotional state of angeiting to be purged by Lee’s
performance.

In this section of the performance, Lee executgésrece that can be recognized as
one from Korean shamanistic rituals by the beating small Korean traditional gong
calledkkwenggwari(zatz|). As the title of this section of her performarnceicates

(“Obangshinjang, Korean shamanistic deity of the five directioris}e greets and
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blesses each of the five directions of the stadgr Ariskly crossing the stage vigorously
beating the gong, she breaks the fourth wall iirigldirectly to the audience members
as an actual shaman would. As Lee’s shamanisiitaes take over, the performer-
audience relationship changes. Supposedly, a ssfatehaman is able to merge her
feelings with her participants and create a trassgnal sense of aliveness and vitality.
When this fusion occurs, the spiritual worlds witlihe audience can help them solve
their problems. As Lee addresses the spectatassts them to imagine haach of

their lives is entangled with and shares numerodssamilar struggles that are all
connected due to the lack of spirituality. She tasks the audience why they are here
tonight: Why did they come to this performance amt do they want to get out of it?
The passive audience members do not answer, uretbylolue to the fact that they seem
to view themselves as theatre spectators not shanhpanticipants. Laurel Kendall
describes Korean shamanistic rituals, in whichlsdrself participated, as exhilarating,
adding that “it refreshes the insides” and creatsense of excitement or joy, which ends
in a “dreamy euphoria that rises up from the bilhe chest?'® Obviously, the setting
of an actual shaman'’s ritual is different from thaan artist's shamanistic ritual-
performance, such as the REDCAT Theatre in downtoemAngeles, but Lee’s
particular aura and energy was still able to dratveohigher degree of participation.
Undaunted by the initial lack of enthusiastic resgfrom her audience, Lee repeatedly

and forcefully asked the audience: “Do you warthéchappy and free?” until the

2151 aurel Kendall, “Of Gods and Men: Performance,dession, and Flirtation in

Korean Shaman RitualCahiers d’Extreme Asié (1991): 58.
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audience’s level of energy finally became a collecforce loudly answering her
guestion with a resounding “Yes!”

Lee sees her audience members’ lives as beied filith the circulation of
invisible negative energy and personal problems t&y are cleansed by participating
in a ritual. She believes that through her rituattfprmance her audience members would
be able to reach a better stage in their livesaitlemotional knots. In an interview, Lee
points out that “the first thing that hits me i®®g the people—afraid to cry, afraid of
screaming, afraid of their emotions. [...] | wantrtheo feel it is not shameful, it is OK to
feel these things. | do that through my body. Idmee the instrument and let the people
there play me2® The primary purpose of embodying a shamanisti@Fiperformance is
to unleash one’s knotted bitterness, frustratiomesentment. Shamans mainly
concentrate on performing the ritual to treat thetkng in the mind, the body, and
between human beings, but spoken through anothes wo mediumAs a trans-personal
medium, the shaman is ultimately actualized intanaisible power, stimulated by the
active connection between a certain spiritual vaice the participant. For Lee, becoming
a mediating shaman in her ritual-performance hasar purpose to connect by breaking
the barrier between the audience and herself, trgdpen the silence, and getting the
audience members to speak up.

In the last segment of the performance, called §Son)” Lee performs a special

ritual dedicated to Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, a 1rtegdion Korean American woman

21®Dohee Lee, Interview by Rachel Howa8FGate January 15, 2014,
http://www.sfgate.com/performance/article/ARA-Guitsh-Korea-roots-move-dancer-

Dohee-Lee-5146167.php
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writer who was raped and murdered in 1982 in NewkY&ity. On her website, Lee
expresses her sympathy about Cha'’s tragic deattharektent of Cha'’s influence on her
own art and life “as a woman, artist, daughtetesj|s an Asian immigrant person,” and
how Lee had strongly connected to Cha in a spintay “through art, performance,
space, time, memories, magic, mysticism, rituajgibems, words, screen and
abstractions3!’ Throughout this ending, a silent video plays angbreen while Lee on
stage plays a collection of Korean traditional psston instruments, mainly drums. In
Korean shamanism, shamans use songs, dances aicdlrmsiruments including drums
and bells incorporating a wide repertoire of Korgadlitional music. Their drums, bells,
and rattles not only function to summon spirits, #lso enable the shaman to concentrate
and maintain contact with the spirit world. Leeates a startling live effect on the
audience as she conjures the video images throergimisic and sounds. The action
shown on the video was filmed in New York City oowember 5, 2016, the exact month
and day that Cha was raped and murdered thirtyyfears earlief’® In this video, Lee
wears a white garment, in a Korean traditional wost style, on which Cha’s
monumental literary workDicteg was writtenDicteecrosses different literary and

visual genres such as poetry, photography, autbgramd drawing. It is a postmodern

21" Dohee Lee, “Remembering her Death and lifEeRA/PURI ARTSOctober 16, 2016,
http://puriproject.tumblr.com/post/151884446347/eanbering-her-death-and-life-this-
woman-whose?is_related post=1.

218 See Amei Wallach, “Theresa Cha: In Death, Lost Aodnd,”New York TimesApril
19, 2003, http://www.nytimes.com/2003/04/20/artséchitecture-theresa-cha-in-death-

lost-and-found.html.
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text that merges diverse forms of languages, héstpand cultures in conjunction with
stories of becoming a Korean female diasporic salijea new foreign home and
episodes of Korea’s history of independence movéiet ongoing struggle of gaining
civil rights**° Discussing Cha and other diasporic artists, Lalyan-Yi Kang explains
that their works resonate with “recurring tensibesween an expressed desire for this
‘home’ and a historically sobered acknowledgeméiitsananifold inaccessibility??° In
Dictee Cha mixes different languages, French, Englisl,@hinese characters, and
purposefully eliminates punctuation to express tinisanslatable tension between the
personal experience of her displacement from hamdetlee socio-political history of her
homeland. In Lee’s performance, each line of ClexXs was inscribed on a long piece of
cloth, and the cluster formed by these lines fromtext resembled white bird feathers.
In this costume, Lee visits the actual location reh€&ha was murdered, the place where
she lived and worked, and the place where heebdsbition was to occur just before her
death. The showing opened as scheduled but as amaéneremony for Cha. In each
location, Lee dances to console Cha’s spirit, wipidsumably is still attached to these
places. Lee’s ritual-performance for purging ChHesis an actualization of Cha’s art,
life, and death in the dance-like shamanistic cergnmor shamanistic ritual-like dance
performance for her spirit. At the back entrancéhefbuilding where Cha was murdered,

Lee uses her entire body in a brushing movemeihtagiempting to draw out Cha’s spirit

219 Theresa Hak Kyung ChBjctee (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).
20| aura Hyun-Yi Kang, “Re-Membering Home,” Dangerous Women: Gender and
Korean Nationalismeds. Elaine Kim and Chungmoo Choi (New York: Rexdge, 1998),

250.
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from the haunted area. For the audience in theghdhe disruptive force in Lee’s dance
on video awakens the forgotten stories of injugbiempetrated, not just against Cha, but
also against unknown diasporic women victims ohstrimes in the U.S. Lee’s video
ritual performance functions both to appease Cégitst and to call attention to women
immigrants’ history through the memory of urbancgsin New York City.

In the video, the public disruption that Lee credig dancing and performing this
ritual on the New York City sidewalks attracts gest audience. The theatre audience, in
the present of the performance, is now not onlychiag Lee on stage playing percussion
but also watching the on-lookers in the video weigland reacting to Lee in the video.
This mixing of past and present is a way for Leedonect time and space and makes the
theater spectators realize how they exist in thatial and temporal continuum that Lee’s
ritual-performance attempts to achieve. Throughnhgltidisciplinary artistic
experiments with music, dance, visual art, techgyland rituals, Lee disrupts the
Newtonian notion that time and space are sepdaeexposes the messages in which
not only are one’s homeland and one’s new lana foew life virtually connected, but
one’s ancestral time and present lifetime are linke well. A connected past and present
thus envisions a future in a continuum of time apdce. HeMu ritual-performance
leads her audience to the metaphysical level ohgeand feeling the spirit of diaspora in
the United States. Through Korean shamanistic iges;tLee formulates a critical
conversation between her and her audience in th&bite realm of the spiritual
belonging of diaspora.

Lastly, Mu is not only about forging a sense of belongingdisd very much

about freedom: trying to free Cha’s spirit from 8pace of her death; trying to free her
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audiences from fear and doubt. Lee herself stéi@doine of the reasons she left Korea
was to be free from traditional Korean music andcgaforms??* As part of the Korean
diaspora, Lee wants to use the knowledge she g&ioedher Korean shamanistic roots
to help bring this sense of freedom to other diasgmeople—which, in a way, includes
all Americans who are not native to this land—arehte a regenerated harmonious
world, thus echoing Dolan’s thought that “perforgnicross cultural identities in the
formalized space of theater might provoke utopiariggmatives that offer glimpses of
how people might be together in a more respeatarke-full, loving human community,
however small or large those configurations might%* Thus, Lee’s act of comforting
and freeing Cha’s spiréntangled in New York City is a gesture towardridageneration
of a new harmonious and utopic future for diaspora.

Comparing Cho and Lee reveals several shared aspiettteir works: both
stimulate audience participation in their perforices) both perform and advocate for a
distinct public, who are present, and both direetigage with diasporic experiences and
belonging. By means of their body as a medium, kaitean American women artists’
performances of Korean cultural identities unvied affective potential for the creation
of utopic communities where their ethnic culturerges with queer sexuality and
shamanistic spirituality. The comparison is worttimg in contrast to the following
female performance artist, Miru Kim, who acts a®anter-example. Her work—

although not addressing a specific community, motggmed with or to a live audience,

221 Adam Fong, “Chapter One Dohee Lee 20TThe Herb Alpert Award in the Arts
accessed October 8, 2017, http://herbalpertawaglartist/chapter-one-5.

222 Dolan,Utopia in Performance64.
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and not intending to present a Korean diasporigestilzity—still resonates on the level
of diasporic displacement and estrangement, anceimsenconcern for disenfranchised
people.
Pensive Posing Body in Miru Kim’sNaked City Spleen

Visual and performance artist Miru Kim, in a 20€i1ies of photographs entitled
Naked City Spleempresented her naked body in abandoned spacesstichnels,
factories, subways, catacombs, and shantytownsonlSNew York, Istanbul, Paris, and
many other place€? Unlike Cho and Lee’s active engagement with Korealtural
experiences and practices to create their artssir&s, Kim does not bring any Korean
cultural signifiers into her photographed site-sfieperformances; just her naked body.
Ben Gibberd points out that “the effect is poweftul] because her nakedness seems to
emphasize her human vulnerability* This vulnerability and strong sense of liberation
at the same time can be felt in a shot of Kim takem the top of the vast abandoned
Michigan Central Station in Detroit almost complgtengulfing her faraway naked body
in the derelict rubble-laden space. In the RichmBader Station in Philadelphia, a
bird’s eye view of Kim shows her grasping with ba#mds at a huge rusty turbine

surrounded by many others that stretch outward &brsides of the frame. She looks

22 TheNaked City Spleeseries exhibited at the Gestarc Gallery in Brookfew York

in 2008; at the Gallery HYUNDAI Gangnam in Seougr&a and the Cell Theatre in
New York City in 2009; and at the SODA Gallery stanbul, Turkey in 2010.

224 Ben Gibberd, “Children of Darknessyew York Timesluly 29, 2007,
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/29/nyregion/the@8ghad.html?pagewanted=all&_r=

0.
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very much as if the industrial spaces have entdypee—in her primal state of
nakedness—uwithin the materials such as steel, etndricks, and cement. In a 2008
TED Talk, Kim explained the reason for her nakedneser works: “I decided against
clothing because | wanted the figure to be witraout cultural implications or time-
specific elements. | wanted a simple way to repreadiving body inhabiting these
decaying, derelict space¥®Here, | view Kim's Asian/Korean body as a culture-
specified bodily text that rewrites the meaningsydices, diaspora, and belonging, not as
the universal signifier that Kim thinks her bodycbmes (without any cultural artifacts
such as clothing, make-up, or artificial backdrops)

Reckoning the uneasiness of categorizing her wohk & a work of photography
parallels Peggy Phelan’s interpretation of Cindgr&han’s performance art, which exists
as a form of photography. Analyzing photographs @her forms of art that represent
the relationship between the self and the othegldPhstates that “examining the politics
of the exchange of gaze across these diverse egpagi®nal mediums leads to an
extended definition of the field of performan@®Pointing out the significance of gaze
accentuating the performativity of represented iesad’helan views photography as

participating in a performative exchange and defisherman’s photographed

22> Miru Kim, “My Underground Art Explorations,” Prestation, TED EG Conference,
Monterey 2008, https://www.ted.com/talks/miru_kimusderground_art/transcript?
language=en.

226peggy PhelariJnmarked: The Politics of Performan@ew York: Routledge, 1993),

4.
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performance art as a “condensation of narrativeiwihe single frame??’ She also
states that Sherman’s works generate commentdroeg emininity that is constructed,
staged, and contested through imitative pose. Witie performative aspects of
generating a narrative and comment on identityietpcand community, | regard Miru
Kim’'s photographed works as a performance thatgsradbout conceptual changes in
terms of the relationship between space and bageatally diasporic women’s bodies in
public spaces where they have been disenfranchisaeiquitous capitalistic forces.
Kim is an American-born artist who was raised imthd<orea until the age of
thirteen. She then moved to the United States, evblee went to school and now lives
and works. Kim’s distinctive transnational mobilégpcompasses a broad spectrum: from
her nationality as an American citizen, her upbnggand family background rooted in
Korea, and her experience as a highly educatecegodrary diasporic person in the
U.S., to her border-crossing artistic activitiesl @xhibitions all over the world. As a
diasporic wanderer in urban spheres worldwide plosition cannot simply be explained
in the categorical term of an ethnic group in theted States: Korean American. The
complexity of her identity not only contests the& eiccategorizing her in a single
identification as an artist, but also reveals ebediment of these experiences of
displacement through her art works. The recent evatjvely flexible transnational
mobility between South Korea and the U.S. and tbkealization phenomenon have
generated a number of different formations of Kardesporic groups of people
temporarily or potentially permanently becoming Aroan residents. Kim’s border-

crossing position as a moving and traveling diasgoody, not revealing any ethnic signs

227 phelanUnmarked 62.
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of Korean culture in her works of art, is part afeccentric formation of diasporic
subjectivity within her life trajectory in which slsearches to create new relationships
with spaces on a world-wide scale.

Kim’s performance works dismantle the dualistiatieinships between naked
body and space, human and animal, and life anddgeess. INaked City Spleeshe
positions her naked body in a seemingly lifelesgepn urban areas. At the time of
Kim’s Naked City Spleeseries, she was wandering in urban spheres, bilatee work
moved first into rural settings (interacting witlyp in hog farms) then into what might
be termed “nature” (deserts in two continents). l@rlive performance entitldd.ike
Pigs and Pigs Like Mas part of Primary Projects at Art Basel Miami 20dlie spent a
continuous 104 hours in a makeshift pen with twgsf® This live performance was
based on her earlier photography project callee Pig That Therefore | A(@011)—
created after heMaked City Spleeseries—featuring a series of photographs of her
naked self in close contact with a number of pigadustrial hog farms. More recently,
she spent 2012 and 2013 travelling through a numibeeserts such as the Arabian
Desert; the Sahara in Morocco, Mali, and Egypt; taedGobi Desert in Mongolia. In
these vast and empty spaces where nude human lao€elignlikely to be seen, she

photographed her naked body interacting with camneier series entitleihe Camel’'s

228 Amanda McCorquodale, “Art Basel Miami 2011: MiriniKs ‘The Pig That
Therefore | Am’ Exhibit (EXPLICIT PHOTOS),Huffington PostDecember 1, 2011,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/12/01/art-basgbmi-2011-muri-
kim_n_1124033.html. See also a video of this liegfgrmance on Kim’s website:

http://mirukim.com/i-like-pigs/.
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Way. In an urban setting, first in Croatia and theiswitzerland, Kim theatricalized a
public space for th€ity Dreamingproject (2014-2015), in which she slept naked in a
bed placed in the middle of a bustling city strdé&te common strategy in the course of
her numerous photographed site-specific performgrscie contentious use of her
naked body and public space. The correlation betiee body and space does more
than create friction against the normative peroeptf a naked female body within a
cityscape or landscape; it also evokes the affediakes involved in the desire to act,
from Kim'’s perspective, and the desire to gazevatething forbidden to watch in a
public space, from an onlooker’s point of viewstiould be noted that Kim’s neo-liberal
body capital has a privilege in terms of transmalanobility in the current neo-
exclusion era of travel bans and immigration regtms. The commoditization of her
eccentric body/space can also be seen as a pawaleghe offers for sale limited editions
of her photographic artwork such as postcafds.

The history of art’s use of the female body revéale women’s bodies have
been entangled in a critical relationship with Véestsociety and its cultures. Feminist
theorists such as Simone de Beauvoir have stas¢dvttimen have been defined as the
“other,” which characterized women as secondaryiafedior to men’s transcendental
state of being>® This mechanism of making women the “other” hastiéouted to the

sexist ideology that associates women only witlr thedily states. According to Laura

22 The Naked City Spleen Limited Edition Print Selissed on Miru Kim’s official
website at the price of $450.00. http://mirukim.¢store/nakedcityspleenset.
230 Simone de Beauvoil,he Second Sgettans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-

Chevallier (New York: Vintage, 2011), 6.
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Mulvey, women’s body as image is easily subjectetthé male gaze for men’s
pleasuré® This “to-be-seen-ness” of women’s body in visudture, especially
photography, reproduces women'’s silence by fetisbithe materiality of their body in a
frame merely to satisfy men’s pleasure. In paricwisual culture has perpetuated the
imbalanced dynamics between male as the subjeatimgean image and female as an
object to be the image, continuing the dehumaniphagtice of making women
“othered” objects for somebody’s artistic apprdoiat Reacting against the problematic
orientation toward men’s gaze and the hierarchiglation between women as objects
and men as artists, a number of feminist performanmtists have actively engaged with
these underlying problems and challenged a maleirdded view of art by using a
female body as a tool for their feminist interventin art. For example, nude
performance art works by Carolee Schneemann anth&Abramové (who denies

being a feminist) and some early works of photolyealpperformances by Yayoi Kusama
contested the concept of a female nude body asualssed object, a beauty norm, or a
reference to nature, and demanded the bodily coergas and for their own voices.
When discussing Carolee Schneemann’s nude work&dea Schneider states that
“nudity was not the problem. [...] The agency of boaly displayed, the author-ity of the

agent—that was the problem with women’s wot® The assertiveness with which the

231 Mulvey’s argument was particularly directed towardinstream Hollywood cinema
and especially classic Hollywood cinema. Laura Mylv‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema,”Screenl6, no. 3 (1975): 6-18.

232 Rebecca Schneidefhe Explicit Body in Performand®lew York: Routledge, 1997),

35.



135

women artists take a fearless stance for their amistic fervor reveals the subversive
force with which these artists’ works drasticakywerse the compulsive normativity of
what a female body should be, how it should behand,its place in society in general.
The key strategy of these artists is to shatteritheity of patriarchy and sexism rooted
everywhere, particularly in a male-dominated if matle-controlled artistic world. Kim’s
Naked City Spleeproject situates itself in this genealogy of wonagtists’ engagement
with the female body, particularly with a womanaked body as an assertive tool for the
creation of art. In her photographic method, Kinbash subject and artist and is the sole
decision-maker. She alone sets up her camera,idg@d the frame, and then sets up the
subject (herself) in several poses that she chpasdhe self-timing mechanism
automatically takes the photos. On certain occasikim has someone else press the
shutter but without moving the camera. She thusrtsactive agency for her own voice
within the self-reflexive and self-directorial frenn the process of formulating free
bodily movement. Having full autonomy and authoatyer her art-making process,
Kim’s choices for each site in which she insertsibaaly in the hidden metropolitan
spaces reveal her assertive status as a diaspamam situating women unrestrained in
any space anywhere in the world.

In theNaked City Spleeseries, Kim explores the ruins of industrial stames
and municipal constructions in several cities astbe globe. The idea for her work
started with a deep feeling of loneliness among-tberds of people and searching for an
empty space. As Kim stated in an interview: “thpkeees are kind of like deserts within
the city, it's like a cleansing, there’s kind otathartic feeling when you go [...] into

these abandoned places, places that are desolafettén from the average city
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people.?* After Kim became involved with people who calléeinselves urban
explorers and trespassed into these places fovaype of inner-city adventure, she
eventually branched out on her own and decideddate visual performances in these
spaces. Kim chose the title of her work to conaedirst New York City with Charles
Baudelaire’s collection of poemBaris Spleer{1869), which for Kim illustrates Paris as
a rapidly increasing industrialized urban centat tireated feelings of anxiety, isolation,
and depressioft* HerNaked City Spleeseries is not just about placing a naked body in
a barren space, but to make her bodily insertioregde the intimacy of an affective
communion between the bare and dead space andkbd human body, between the
audience and her work, and between the audiencéhairdelationship with space.
Edward Soja writes that at the center of spatipl@ation is a “revived interest in the
body as the most intimate of personal-and-politsgaices, an affective microcosm for all
other spatialities*® In this sense, Kim’s body is itself a space andopms an explicit
resistance against the dualistic separation betliwsehuman and dead space. As Kim
infiltrates the deep innards of urbanscapes, tlignate contact with the skins of the
spaces, buildings, and materials materializes isesavimagination of space with its flesh
and bones of urbasrganisms.

Kim is very aware of how her nude art is differgritioked upon depending on

the gender of her viewers. She especially undetstdrat some male viewers consider

233 Miru Kim, interview by author, New York City, Malnc8, 2016.
234 |bid.
233 Edward SojaThirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other BedHmagined

Places(Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 1996),.112



137

her art as a superficial or even pornographic dispf a naked woman’s body; however,
she states, “it's pretty obvious that the poseg.arfenot even fashion. It's very different
from kind of ‘fashiony’ type shoots where it's altanaking the woman, the female body
into a kind of object, sexual object. It's like figeobvious that it's not like that, so most
people understand that; | mean, even Bedouins stuet it. >*® Kim’s engagement with
spaces in her photographed performance is différemt fashion magazines’ use of these
kinds of urban spaces as their photo-shoot backgisau-ashion magazines tend to
exploit the usefulness of the discarded spacesoimgte the potential financial profit
from the products and/or services featured in thetqgraphs, such as clothes, jewelry,
beauty products, and/or hairstyles. Kim, on theottand, in her state of nothingness,
communicates with the materiality of the spacethersame level of bareness,
suggesting a possibility of coexistence, not a fofraxploitation. For her works, Kim
always chooses “dead” spaces to “animate and huaiarispaces that were once full of
people and then abandoned or forgotten by peoplstititfull of memories and
histories—thus offering a distinct mode of critisplatial awarene$s’

The fact that most of her locations in thaked City Spleeseries are dilapidated
industrial spaces implies a particular impliciticism of a capitalistic system that spends
massive amounts of time, money, and energy buildugge structures as profit-making
enterprises only to desert them when a profit Gatonger be made. Kim'’s site-specific
performances accentuate a sense of alienationdayshis capitalistic system of

exploitation, expansion, and abandonment. Partigula her photographed performance

236 Kim, interview by author.

237 Gibberd, “Children of Darkness.”
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at the Moraenae demolition/construction site inubgdim’s subtle criticism of the
capitalistic exploitation of space and the exclosid human occupants stands out. In one
particular photograph, Kim, her naked back to siprecariously perched on top of the
crumbling wall of an old-fashioned, one-level tileduse, surrounded by rubble from
other already destroyed small houses. Her facey &wm us, is directed toward a mass
of high-rise buildings in the near distance withyoa wasteland separating her from
them, as if waiting for this army of modern builgmto attack her and the three lone
small houses that are left. The slightly low argji@phasizes the power of the modern
high-rises, and the frame implies that these bagislinot only reach up to the sky but
endlessly continue to the left and right. One féledd it is only a matter of time—and a
short time at that—for Kim and her small, alrea@aten-down structures to be
completely overtaken and overwhelmed by the foodesoney-driven spatial politics.
Through her photo, Kim also captures an awarenett®e@phemeral quality of the high-
rise building, especially South Korean apartmems are shoddily built, like chicken
coops, and eventually have to be torn down andiltetthese [demolition] scenes
reminded me that the sense of security offered &y-made shelters is fragile and
fugitive. The high-rise apartment buildings willnseday meet the same fate of being
evacuated and demolished®Thus, Kim’s action of inserting her naked bodytiis
demolition zone in Seoul extends an act of tagtuibance against the never-ending
cyclical process of capitalistic destruction andstouction. Under the banner of urban
renewal, numerous spaces have vanished forevearantbt remembered at all, while

other spaces are waiting to be destroyed and désapgven more disturbing are the

238 Kim, “Populating My Solitude.”
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ways that human dwellers can be expelled at ang. thppallingly, a sense of
homogeneity of space has become the so-called “mbdesthetic for these cities under
the guise of profit-making and efficiency. Alienaithe have-not people from space and
exterminating the spaces of the have-nots mainthasonstant sense of a new urban
chic in cities.

The heartlessness of this type of urban plannirggl®bal phenomenon in which
countless spaces have been discarded in the proicessiucing “new” structures of
space depriving native occupants of their homeékemame of making “better” spaces:
the process of gentrification. In South Korea, thueapid industrialization and
subsequent urbanization, metropolitan cities sgcBeoul have continuously needed
more space for incoming residents; however, eveagh there has been a decrease of
incoming population since the late 2000s, realtegieces have continued to soar due to
speculation. There have been a number of legalmsfand policy implementations to
regulate this speculation, particularly in Seoul fone of them have deterred it. These
regulations were also primarily put into place tabdize the real estate market, not to
create more affordable and sustainable living emvirents. Moreover, ceaseless massive
construction of high-rise apartments and buildihgs replaced one-family homes in the
name of “better” housing for urban residents. Ttisanscape has reconfigured the
formation of cities as homogenized, losing spataticularities, communities, and lives
within the spaces and engendering social ineqesaliietween classes.

The propaganda for such massive developments sadveaén recently
perpetuated by urban planning projects throughartyntities in South Korea including

Seoul, with its New Town Project (NTP). In 2002, Nbegan to redevelop spaces in
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Seoul to create a “balanced development”; howdV&R, ended up creating more
inequality due to affordability problems. For exdeyghe previous residents who used to
live in the designated areas before the projectestaould not afford the brand new
housing and were priced out and/or evicted becalisereased real estate prices. In
2012, Mayor Park Won-soon stated that the NTP fhasrred huge sacrifices, with
residents being deprived of their rights to residd rights to live. Today is the day to end
the 10 years of New Town in Town history that haslenSeoul one huge construction
site.”*? Kim’s site-specific work in the demolition zone Mbraenae especially implies
how capitalism has eaten up South Korean urbadeets’ lives and memories within

the space. Kim brings to light what remains ingpace where people were swept away
from their family homes. In her description of thierk, she writes about one particular
empty house where it seemed as if the residentfidthch quite a hurry because the
place was still littered with personal memorabiparticularly family photographs. These
lingering and flickering memories from these prexawellers’ belongings, like the
photographs, show how vulnerable humans beconteindpitalistic system. Here, the
poor people were displaced not only from their pdglshomes but also from their
memories of long ago: their entire neighborhoo@pieared, as if it never even existed.

In Moraenae, the neo-liberal and developmentalesthmanisms overlooked the need for a

239 Seong-Kyu Ha, “The Endogenous Dynamics of UrbaneR@l and Gentrification in
Seoul,” inGlobal Gentrification: Uneven Development and Deg@menteds. Loretta
Lees, Hyun Bang Shin and Ernesto Lopez-Moraleso@@ju: The University of Chicago

Press, 2015), 172.
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social safety net for the poor and poorest thatitadhoice of housing and spatial
belonging.

TheNaked City Spleeseries occupies these disappearing spaces anibiavis
faces of the cities as opposed to publicly exp@setlvisible faces of urbanscapes such
as well-kept parks and oversized monuments. Byitp&ver these hidden public faces of
the cities, Kim’s work questions people’s spati@ldmging, which is often limited to the
surface of the ground, bringing the viewers frordenground spaces to the top of the
city. For example, Kim’s work in New York City h#sken her to Hell’s Kitchen Tunnel
(also dubbed the Tunnel of Luv) and the Freedonm&lrKim also opens up spatial
possibilities in “a trialectics of spatiality, be#en history, society, and spaé&”Her
descriptions of each photo posted on her websitataheNaked City Spleeseries
disclose the historical or cultural implicationstbé places she engaged with, and her
motivation and knowledge of the spaces’ socio-palitsignificances. For example, her
piece about the Freedom Tunnel gives us a brieébiyief society and space:

In the 1930s, Robert Moses covered the New Yorkr@eRailroad line
to expand and improve Riverside Park, creatinghaglunderneath. With
an increased use of cars and trucks for transpmrtdhe tunnel was soon
abandoned and became a haven for the homelessrédisraf people
moved into the tunnel and built their dwellingssating underground

communities. In 1991, the tunnel was reopened $erhy Amtrak, and the

240 5pja, Thirdspace 8-12.
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shantytown was bulldozed. It is impossible to knelaat actually

happened to all the evicte®s.
After the 1987 stock market crash, a recessioherlt.S. started in 1990 and
unemployment rose to 7.8% Yet real estate prices, which had already runurng
the 1980s, rose 84% during the 1988sThose who lost their jobs could no longer afford
to live in New York, and the massive highly sucteissffort by developers to convert
rental apartments to co-ops forced many renters fteir home$** As homelessness
grew, many searched for shelter where they couliatWiappened to the evictees who
once belonged in this space and were pushed ahiebgmergent value of transportation
to make way for another group of people who cofflord traveling by train? As a
transportation infrastructure, the Freedom Tunoehects a central hub in the heart of
the city to many locations outside of the metrapdbut in order to establish such
connectivity, hundreds of homeless people wereedriut of their makeshift homes in
the tunnel. In her Freedom Tunnel photographs, Kie¢a of deprivation is accentuated
by her bodily exposure. In the similar manner thetdy Sherman performs uncertainty

and anxiety in hedntitled Film Stills(1977-1980), Kim performs vulnerability and

241 Kim, “Populating My Solitude.”

242 Rich Karlgaard, “The Not So Great RecessionFofbes March 11, 2010,
https://www.forbes.com/forbes/2010/0329/opiniordkarlgaard-great-recession-
digital-rules.html.

243 E B. Solomont, “When Will the Boom BreakPhe Real DealApril 1, 2015,
https://therealdeal.com/issues_articles/when-\ug-boom-break.

244 bid.
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destitution®” In her corporeal state of nakedness in relatichesspace, the site-
specificity in Kim’s photographed pieces makesdtatement that capitalistic forces
expel human bodies from spaces and create phamtoinod memories, forever haunting
those spaces. Further, it rematerializes the ipigsiapitalistic forces that once exerted
their power within these spaces. Her idea of dispssion is even more powerful, as if
she too were one of the evictees with nothing tedt,even her clothes. Thus, Kim’s site-
specific performance utilizes these selected spaatsnly for her artistic exploration but
also to expose the hidden and forced-to-be-forgdtistorical, social, and spatial
engagements and conflicts that are part of the anwkrstories of these spaces.

In Naked City Spleereach space by itself encompasses feelings @nggment.
The abandoned Freedom Tunnel and the disused Rawgae factory have lost their
function and thus their identity, and Kim’s nakedniale diasporic body accentuates the
idea of otherness of the spaces by adding a feefidgsplacement. In this sense, Kim’s
photographed site-specific work creates the prooksmmapping a diasporic woman’s
space by inserting her own signature in urban aeeaaked Korean woman'’s body. In so
doing, Kim rejects the stereotyping of diasporiawem of color in a city environment. In
America’s AsiaCollen Lye states that the contemporary percepifcAsian Americans
as a measure of financial success is a racialimghjent that is traceable to North

America’s historical and social “identification thfe Asiatic as the sign of

243 Eor more information about Sherman’s works, sesl¢Sherman and Arthur C.

Danto,Cindy Sherman: Untitled Film Stilldondon: Schirmer Art Books, 1998).
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globalization.®*° Kim’s naked body in these derelict spaces clasligsthis racialized
conception and her images elicit a dialecticalnagtieto reconcile her perceptible
vulnerability and destitution with the evident pieged security that allows for her nude
performances in public. Going beyond being ideadifand stereotyped, Kim’s
performance disturbs the signified notions of urbpheres as American male
industrialized spaces. Placed in masculine cagiitaliocations, the otherness of the
naked female body of the Korean diaspora is a gglweeexpression that destabilizes the
expected behavior and spatial belonging of a diaspaooman.

Janet Wolff argues that diasporic experience ietstdod based on gender
difference, establishing the dominance of meexperiences such as traveling,
displacement and movemétif.Yet, through her performative images, Kim disseates
a diasporic woman'’s subversion against the one-asmaeality of the patriarchal and
capital-centered system in urban areas, and heaanbe considered as a diasporic
agency of border-crossing. Kim’s nude body doesengige in the everyday life of
Korean diasporic women in urban spaces. Her flexinbvement, built upon the
privilege of free mobility, actually collides withe fixity of the everyday lives of
diasporic people in urban areas, and this collisiakes the point of Kim’s performance
pieces. By choosing not to show the familiarizawdeveryday life in urban space, Kim

does not pursue a pretentious harmony of spatatioaship in which everyday life

248 Collen Lye,America’s Asia: Racial From and American Literatut@93-1945
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 9.
247 Janet Wolff, “On the Road Again: Metaphors of v Cultural Criticism,” in

Cultural Studies/, no 12 (1993): 224-239.
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expects diaspora to reveal itself in a mundane Wweyead, Kim’s body severs the
connection to the sense of place in the dailydiféhe Korean diaspora by subverting
expectations by means of her choice of abandoradjetous, (presumably) dirty, and
hidden urban spaces, and exposing her own nudefbotigr creation of a new sense of
spatial belonging.

With this startling reversal, Kim does not negéie fact that diasporic people in
cities feel and make their own stories. She alssdmt seek the causetbé racialized
feelings of isolation, alienation, and lonelinéasth Naked City SpleerkKim
complicates the structures of race, class, andeganterlying the alienation of the
diasporic urban dweller by amplifying the intercentedness between the affective
complexity of space and its possibilities. Statingt “the city has an anatomy and a
psyche as complex as that of any human being,dsudoses her feelings of alienation
and anxiety in the cit§’® Kim felt less isolated after discovering and takphotographs
in these abandoned city spaces, which she calissithconscious of the city, where
collective memories and dreams resié®.The diasporic emotional experience of
isolation and loneliness merges with the liberatngam-like quality of her work,
echoing Clifford’s thought about diaspora in whitiie co-presence of ‘here’ and ‘there’
is articulated with an antiteleological (sometimesssianic) temporality. Linear history
is broken, the present constantly shadowed by ttipaisis also a desired, but obstructed,

future: a renewed, painful yearning® This non-linear merging between body, space,

248 Kim, “Populating My Solitude.”
249 Kim, “Naked City Statement.”

20 Clifford, “Diaspora,” 264.
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time, and emotion within Kim’s site-specific penfioances illustrates a somewhere in
between utopia and dystopia disclosing oppresgakties of “here” and engenders
certain imaginative and creative meanings of “theker the selected places.
Furthermore, without denying these racialized fegdiand estranged sense of placm
andin such urban areas, Kim does not simply represeatialized structure of feelings
but complicates it with the dimension of freedorheelement of freedom is very much
felt throughout Kim’s works by means of her comelatikedness and the acceptance of
diasporic women’s sensibility, even melanchéfieBy actually embracing the chain of
feelings consisting of alienation, isolation, anddliness, she reaches the affective stage
of enjoying a sense of liberation and bodily autogoThat is, Kim is not trapped in the
self-deprecation of negative racialized feelingsuiilizes those feelings as her artistic
tools to defamiliarize the familiar worlds.

By placing her solitary figure in spaces where kedakorean female body
ostensibly should not be, Kim disrupts the dualistiation between male and female,
space and body, the dead and the alive, physidapsychological, East and West,
belonging and alienation. This disruption explictthrgets the capitalistic demarcation
and the gender-specified classification of spacevfamen, and especially for

Asian/Korean diasporic women in urbanscapes. Kioob®s more creative and more

1 The relationship between melancholia and being\si the United States is
analyzed in works by Anne Anlin Chenhe Melancholy of Rad®&ew York: Oxford
University Press, 2001) and David L. Eng and SheriHan, “A Dialogue on Racial
Melancholia,” inLoss: The Politics of Mourninged. David L. Eng and David Kazanjian

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).



147

assertive without negation or self-obliteratiorshe vibrates her affective sphere woven
with feelings of not only isolation, alienation,caloneliness but also of freedom between
her body and space. If the main thought broughfromt Kim’s site-specific
performance is “this Korean woman doesn’t beloregdti then the questions that we
must ask ourselves are: Where does she belong #reh@here do we?
Conclusion

Margaret Cho’s stand-up comedy performances, Dbhe&s multimedia
performances blended with elements of Korean shetiantuals, and Miru Kim’s
photographed site-specific performances createvacoenmunity, work with existing
communities, and remind us of forced-to-be-forgottemmunities in order to make us
think of the “what if” possibilities for a group @ieople, any group of people, to truly
find a home. The three Korean American women artise their bodies as a medium to
imagine, as Dolan writes, “performance as a pracdtiavhich the individual balances his
or her needs with those of community, one wherednimteraction is about sharing
breath.??Within the variety of performance genres discuseetiis chapter, |
concentrate on the performative bodies of thetarti§io create the critical and creative
dialogue of a utopic community challenging the antof belonging that excludes
immigrants, people of color, people of differerttretities, people of different sexual
orientations, and dispossessed people. The threewperformance artists use their
bodies as a medium to connect with a communityttiet care about: Cho for the

Korean American and LGBT and Queer communities; fbe@mmigrant communities

52 Dolan,Utopia in Performance27.
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across contemporary and historical times; and Kinufban communities that have been
cast out by forced relocation and thus forgotten.

While unveiling the three women artists’ artisife ltrajectory as part of the
Korean diaspora, | contend that these artistshesefemale bodies in subversive and
disruptive engagements with sexuality, spiritualggd spatiality, to envision a utopic
community. This vision is easier to discern in Warks of Cho and Lee due to their
direct interaction with audiences, but is just esspnt in Kim’s site-specific
photography, though more subtle due to the lone@dsy her performance pieces
without live spectatorship. To be noted, Kim, wiieamed in relation to Cho and Lee,
does not claim Koreanness and does not addredsaagn diasporic community per
say; however, she does function as an antithetimele that complicates the analysis. In
comparison, Kim’s work differs mostly due to itssédact quality, but this intangibility, in
fact, holds an invisible connection. All three stidiconnect with the diasporic experience
through their sense of displacement and margirtagdiz@ropelling them into performing
the Korean diaspora as part of their search fargghg. Though their communities do
not overlap—and Kim’s community holds an etheresglliy in contrast to Cho and
Lee—the artists’ performance works tell storie®tigh which we can reflect about
different formations of diasporic senses of belaggnd the potential of utopic
communities within ourselves.

Korean diasporic communities may well be dispabatiethese three case studies
together reveal the power of the female body whsadwas a force to disrupt the existing
state of racialized and gendered belonging andalegpic societies in which violence

against individuals or groups of people is justifenly because of their “difference.”
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Through her radical words and physicality, Chousspoken about her fight for racial,
gender, and sexual justice. Lee connects her ooy, and spirit to nature and to the
gods (Korean and/or African) to help diasporic pedimd their place in the “New
World,” and Kim, in her silent state of nakedngdaces her body in sites that visually
disturb the maxim that “silence gives consént.If silence is consent, then these three
women do not, in any way, acquiesce to silenceirfeformances of the Korean
diaspora are made to inspire their audiences taksype and speak out so as to be heard,

acknowledged, accepted, and felt.

253 From the Latin: “Qui tacet consentit.”
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CHAPTER 3
KOREAN AMERICAN ADOPTEES WITNESSING RACE, GENDER]L&SS,
CITIZENSHIP, AND KINSHIP: THE COMPLICATION OF THE RREAN

DIASPORA IN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL THEATER

Introduction

In the 1990s a number of artists born in Southelddsut adopted as children by
American parents became adult subjects and starteetak the silence that frequently
accompanied the international adoption trade. Tdindbhe uncompromising analysis of
their own lives, these adoptees succeeded in Ingngjieater visibility to the various
economic, social, and psychological issues at staktee adoption process. Above all,
they uncovered various complexities marking thednational adoption experience on
the personal and collective level. Hence, whil2®02, Karen Shimakawa still highlights
the absence of “the predicament of Korean Ameradoptees [...] within Asian
American theatre/studies (let alone mainstreamttaeailture),** SooJin Pate in 2014
already confidently points to a new realm in catiadoption studies that focuses on the
examination of Korean transnational adoption exgmexé through the lens of adoptee

artists’ performance®? Investigating performance works about Korean Aogeri

254 ShimakawaNational Abjection65.
5% 300Jin Patésrom Orphan to Adoptee: U.S. Empire and Genealogidéorean

Adoption(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 201453-61.
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transnational adoption helps us gain new insigttts adoption from the point of view of
those most concerned—the adoptees themselves—entortireak the silences, unearth
the issues, and widen the field of past, currerd,fature critical adoption studies.
Building upon these observations, this chapteremyage with Korean American
adoptees’ autobiographical performances that embusliiminal experience of the
artists’ birth searches for their biological farediin South Korea. Drawing on two
contemporary solo performance pieces by Korean Aaemwomen adoptees, Marissa
Lichwick’s Yellow Dresg2011) and Sun Mee Chomebl®w to Be a Korean Woman
(2012), and one full-cast theater work, Eric Shaid'ddle Brother(2014), | argue that
these works not only shatter widespread myths albternational adoption (such as that
of the joyful and sentimental reunion between aéegtand their biological families), but
that they also point up Korean American adopteetrgglement in various gendered,
racial, class, citizenship, and kinship scripts asgd on their sense of belonging by two
cultures®® The process of being adopted from one nation cohem, from one culture to
another, emerges in these performances as a copgiganal and transnational
experience, emphasizing the normative expectataddimitations imposed upon the
individual by the respective nation state’s idesdsgpf gender and racial formation.
These artists’ performances bring to light systefmims of racialization and patriarchal

mechanisms of oppressing women and reveal thegabl#gnd economic structures in

26| attended a performance of Marissa Lichwickilow Dressat the Annoyance
Theatre in Chicago in May 2015. | am very much btdd to Sun Mee Chomet and Eric
Sharp for their permission to view their videotajpedformances dfiow to Be a Korean

WomanandMiddle Brother
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which international adoption is embedd@@Ultimately, these performances raise
important questions about children’s and humantsigh

Arissa H. Oh observes, “the birth searches thaptmds undertake are not just
efforts to find their roots or acquire genetic imf@tion, but quests for elemental
knowledge of who they aré>® While this quest also informed Chomet’s, Lichwigk’
and Sharp’s birth searches, their autobiograplpedbrmances move beyond the quest
motif, examining the hidden systemic mechanismsideadlogies that for them have
complicated the liminal process of transnation#lject formation, of becoming a Korean
adoptee in the United States and of returning &é&\arericanized” Korean to South
Korea. Their performances are designed to leaceaads to rethink the history of South
Korean international adoption by exposing its imgitbnal process, economic
components, and socio-cultural implication acrasslérs and nations in terms of race,
gender, class, citizenship, and kinship. This aragiscusses race as a social and cultural
construction about what it means to be Asian andfote (whiteness pertaining to one’s
skin color and its unearned privileges, which ettesisnationally). It is worth noting that

the two Korean women artists discussed were batptad by white families, but only

257 use the terms “transnational” and “internatidrialerchangeably following the
manner of the critical adoption scholars mentioaed/or quoted in this chapter. See Kim
Park Nelsonlnvisible Asians: Korean American Adoptees, AsiareAcan Experiences,
and Racial ExceptionalisifiNew Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2016)axd Arissa

H. Oh,To Save the Children of Korea: The Cold War Origihénternational Adoption
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015), 15.

258 Oh, To Save the Children of Korg207.
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Sun Mee Chomet mentions her adoptive family’s aoldi# ethnic and religious
identities in her play, telling her biological mettthat her adoptive father is Jewish, her
mother is Protestant, that they are divorced, hatlter father remarried a Catholic
woman, who converted to Judaism. Both performezatticalize the experiences of
being part of a white family in the U.S., but nattwany ethnic and/or religious specified
background.

Lichwick, Chomet, and Sharp bring forth a formttedatrical testimony which
encompasses both a source of resistance andfarcadicial action. In their selected
theater pieces, the artists’ bodies function gseatscle disclosing the liminal process of
inscribing and re-inscribing belonging in termgate, gender, class, citizenship, and
kinship, throughout their transnational adopti@dctory from South Korea to the
United States and their birth search and reunigeance back to Korea. Lichwick,
Chomet, and Sharp theatricalize the autobiographtodes of their adoption narratives
and return to Korea, spectacularizing critical titgrstructures as they place their own
voices at the center of the stage. At the heatiaf works, the artists’ own bodies
formulate critical spectacles about transnatiodalséion, actualizing the process of
disciplining to be (re)Koreanized or de-KoreaniZedéricanized that they have been
through as adoptees. This represented process daates how each artist has been
interpellated as an adoptee, how the interpellanarks their body, and how their
marked body becomes a testimonial spectacle uniogvéireir compulsory membership

and belonging in the Korean diaspora.
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The South Korea-United States Trajectory of Interndional Adoption

Adoption is a long-standing practice, but inteior@él adoption, the mobilization
of children from largely non-Western nations to @iilee parents in the West, is a post-
World War Il and, particularly, a post-Korean Waepomenon. After the Korean War,
South Korea became well known as a country thédtreassive numbers of children to
foreign countries for adoption. Since 1953 Southd&o adoptees have been among the
Asian-born children most adopted by other natiomsinly raised by white adoptive
parents in the United States and in European desnsuch as France and Sweden. On
the surface, South Korea’s participation in intéioral adoption simply seems to revolve
around the goal of finding homes for its “unwantetlildren. Rather than celebrating
adoption as an admirable mission of saving childrem their poor environments,
however, it is important to consider why so manut8dorean children were not able to
find a home in their own country and why most arthhave been raised overseas,
forming a forced and forgotten Korean diaspora.

Between 1953 and 2008, the total number of Soutte&n children adopted
overseas reached 162,665. During that same péned)nited States ranked first among

receiving countries, taking in 109,242 Korean ateitt>° What is significant about the

29 Kim, Adopted Territory21. Other rankings of Korean adoptees by natignal
include: France 11,165 from 1968 to 2008; Swed8&Bfrom 1957 to 2005; Denmark
9,297 from 1965 to 2008; and Norway 6,295 from 1853008. Eleana J. Kim utilizes
sources from Tobias Hubinette, “Korean Adoptiontétig,” in Guide to Korea for
Overseas Adopted Koregresl. Eleana Kim (Seoul: Overseas Koreans Found&2i@n4)

as well as from Hubinette’s dissertation, “Comfogtan Orphaned Nation:
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South Korea-United States adoption phenomenoratghis seemingly altruistic practice
became an industry, economically buoyed and etkipatified by the post-Korean War
relationship of the two countries, allied in th&iaunch anti-communist stance and pro-
capitalist free market philosophy. This emerging@an industry was fueled by several
significant factors. On the South Korean side,grealent ideology of “racial purity”
othered and marginalized children born of Koreamwn and American Gls, effectively
turning them into supply for the American adoptinarket?*° At the same time, on the
U.S. side, Christian American narratives of satvagxpanded the demand for foreign
adoptees$® Foremost here was the Holt Adoption Program, feaioly Harry and Bertha
Holt, an evangelical couple from rural Oregon. Hwt Program understood it as its

mission to “save” Korean orphans by “ChristianiZitigem 2%

Representations of International Adoption and Addgforeans in Korean Popular
Culture,” Doctoral Dissertation, Stockholm Univeysi2005. She also draws on a
document published by the Korean Ministry of HeagWrelfare and Family Affairs
(MIHWAF), The Current State of Domestic and International gttt (zue e sz,
kungnaeoe ibyang hyénhwar(§eoul: Ministry for Health, Welfare and Familyfairs,
2009).

20 0h, To Save the Children of Kore48-75.

281 Oh defines Christian Americanism as a “fusion afwely Christian principles with
values identified as exceptionally ‘American’: atpansive sense of responsibility and a
strong belief in the importance of family.” See Ql, Save the Children of Korg@9.
252 Oh cites Harry Holt as stating that with his pargrhe wished to fulfill “a threefold

purpose: to save lives, to get these childrenhotmes, and to get them into Christian
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During and after the Korean War, the immediatéitutsonalization of military
relief aid included financial support, technicasigtance, and the establishment of foster
care and adoption practices, engendering Southakdependency on external sources
of welfare from Western countries and preventirfgoin establishing an internal social
welfare system of its owff? In 1962 the South Korean government started family
planning and population control programs to lover fertility rate, usurping women'’s
reproductive rights by exerting its power over worsébodies. As part of this control, it
enforced the practice of sex-biased abortf§The only alternative for poor, working
women, who could not afford child care or were algle to live with the unbearable
social stigma of being a single mother or haviroiéd out of wedlock, was to relinquish
their infants for adoptiof” It is because of this intolerant South Koreanipathal

environment that “through the 1960s and 1970syniateonal adoption became almost

homes.” See OW,0 Save the Children of Korg@6. See also the Holt International
website, which describes itself as “a Christianaoigation committed to expressing
God’s compassion for children.” “Our Service to ldhen,” Holt International accessed
June 30, 2017, http://www.holtinternational.org/.

253 Hiibinette, “Comforting an Orphaned Nation,” 54.

254 1n consequence of this project, as Hiibinette paint, “the average number of
children per woman [...] decreased from 6.3 in 1960.6 in 1990.” Ibid., 65.

265 Kim, Adopted Territory25. Drawing on data from the Korean Ministry adaith,
Welfare and Family Affairs (MIHWAF), Kim identifiethe circumstances that from 1958
to 2008 caused Korean adoptions overseas as sinogheers (102,433), broken homes

(28,956), and abandoned children (29,975).
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synonymous with adoption from Kore&® During the 1970s, international adoption
from South Korea was significantly less expensive the process less bureaucratic and
faster than from other countries, placing Southdaaat the top of the list in the
exportation of children. This trend increased urtterdictator Chun Doo-hwan’s
government deregulations in the 1980s, which elat@d the quota system for adoption
agencies and enabled greater economic competitimma them. The 1980s thus
witnessed the peak in international adoptions fBouth Korea with a total number of
66,511 adoption casé¥’

Under the flag of U.S. multiculturalism, this im@tional adoption from Asia—
specifically from South Korea—to the United Statess further reinforced and validated
by protests from Native American and African Amaricommunities against domestic
adoption of Native American and African Americanldfen by white parents in the
1970s and 80%€2 This resulted in an increase in adoptions of Asiaifdren—
particularly when Asian Americans came to be regdras the “model minority.” While
this stereotype increased the desirability of Aslhiidren, it also harmed the adoptees
due to the high expectations of adoptive famili@s.explains that “Korean adoptees
were part of this reformulation of Asianness [tathel’ citizens]—as malleable children
who could be raised to be good Americans, theyonbt refuted arguments about

unassimilable Asians but also were recast as the desirable of immigrant$® In

28 Hiibinette, “Comforting an Orphaned Nation,” 69.
27 |bid., 71.
%8 park Nelsonlnvisible Asians92-120.

269 Oh, To Save the Children of Koreh2.
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1975 theSeattle Timepublished an article entitled “Adopted Korean full
Americanized.” This headline not only praised h@si Korean children could be
assimilated into American culture, but it also coemaled the adoptive family for their
effective erasure of the child’s Asian origiffSKim Park Nelson points out that this
white-privileged narrative in the mass media higihls the American story of
international adoption as “a win-win situation fagian adoptees and their White
American parents?* Furthermore, the Korean adoptee’s body has besthtessupport
the notion of colorblindness, which reflects ortlg imostly white adoptive parents’ point
of view of their parenting and adoption experiease celebratory multicultural
“American” practice. Oh Myo Kim, Reed ReichwalddaRichard Lee’s research reveals
that adoptive parents have a tendency to not ordyvalue their adopted children’s
cultural socialization to birth culture, but alsbgear them toward social activities related
to their birth cultures all the while overlookinglaep conversation about what their
children’s actual experiences are: racial discration in the U.$"?

According to Pate, media representation of adoedsing war orphans

underlies the Cold War-related message of the hefdg a paternal humanitarian Uncle

210«pdopted Koreans Fully ‘Americanized,Seattle TimesAugust 10, 1975. As cited in
Park Nelsonlnvisible Asians4.

2" park Nelsonlnvisible Asians4-5.

272 0h Myo Kim, Reed Reichwald, and Richard Lee, “Grat Socialization in Families
with Adopted Adolescents: A Mixed Method, Multi-brinant Study, Journal of

Adolescent Researd8, no. 1 (2013): 69-95.
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Sam, disseminating an American salvation of Souitel?”* This media image of
adoptees as war orphans was no more thamage as war orphans who were adopted
by Americans during the post-Korean War period ande up four percent of all
Korean adoptions before 1962.The perpetuation of fixed images of Korean adaptee
U.S. media reflects that transnational adoptioa a#ole has been instrumentalized to
serve American ideologies of colorblind multicudilism and worldwide
humanitarianism—even though their salvation agtigitrescuing Korean War orphans
very much concealed the reality of America’s reslaitity for Korea’s separation, U.S.
massacres of Korean civilians, American GI-Southe&a government controlled
prostitution, and the proxy adoption industry dgrand/or after the Korean War.

In 1988 the Seoul Olympic Games put South Koreatime worldwide spotlight.
Although the many international media outlets higjitied South Korea’s remarkable
economic success, some of them also publicizedhS6utea’s practice of international

adoption and provoked an uproar when they critctithe government for its child-

exporting tradé’° Concerned with the deterioration of their natidnsge, the South

273 pate From Orphan to Adoptee

274 park Nelsonlnvisible Asians41. Park Nelson uses demographics from Hiibirgette’
dissertation, “Comforting an Orphaned Nation,” &mn Richard H. Well,

“International Adoption: The Quiet Migrationiiternational Migration Review8, no.2
(1984): 276-293.

2’>Tobias Hubinette lists newspapers that dispar&gedh Korea’s intense participation
in international adoptiorlew York TimegApril 21, 1988) International Herald Tribune

(April 22, 1988), andVashington PogiDecember 12, 1988)—all discussing South
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Korean government, in the following decade, attedpb regulate the annual number of
international adoptions by downsizing adoption aggshand encouraged domestic
adoption by offering tax reductions. In 2013 thegomment even signed the Hague
Adoption Convention, which states that childrenidtidoe first considered for adoption
by families in their birth countr§.® Although the number of children put up for
international adoption has by now decreased in eoisgn to the 1980s, South Korea
today still offers its citizens the “option” to netjuish their children instead of
dismantling the patriarchal structures that corgitmioppress women and instead of

constructing a solid social welfare systéfh.

Korea’s adoption practice as a trade in human ahi8ee Hubinette, “Comforting an
Orphaned Nation,” 86. North Korea also condemnadttsKorea’s involvement with
international adoption practices. See HubinetteyrthlKorea and AdoptionKorean
Quarterly4 no. 5 (2002): 24-25.

27 Oh, To Save the Children of Kore206. See also “Convention of 29 May 1993 on
Protection of Children and Co-operation in Respédntercountry Adoption,” Article
33, The Hague Conference on Private International (&MZCH), accessed June 25,
2017, https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conversitull-text/?cid=69.

2’7 1n 2018 South Korea will host the PyeongChang Wfiilympic Games. In 2016 the
nation spent only 10.4 percent of its GDP on sosglfare, ranking 34th among the 35
OECD member countries (above Mexico with 7.5 pejic&ee Kim Da-sol, “Korea
ranks bottom in OECD for welfare spending@rea Herald October 31, 2016,

http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20161031G306
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Starting in the 1990s, post-Korean War internati@uoption also came to be
challenged by a number of scholars, artists, andaates, who, very often, were
themselves adoptees. According to many of thempdidic rendering of adoptees as
pitiful and tragic war orphans, as economic bypuatslof the political relations between
South Korea and the United States of America, reddiceir subjectivity, turning them
into tools for the promotion of white-centered muutturalism in the United States and
for the justification of patriarchal and nationéitsdevelopmentalism in South Korea.
These adoptees set out to question and contesidaliepresentations of Korean
adoptees and of South Korea’s international adogiractices by speaking of their own
pre- and post-adoption experiences, of their l@elrches and reunions with biological
families, and by examining Korean adoptees’ idgranstructions. Among the
contemporary Korean adoptees who have exploredddeption stories (and the social
and political implications of international adoptitistory) are a number of artists, such
as filmmaker Deann Borshay Liem, hip-hop musiciet@aDAN aka DAN, writer Jane
Jeong Trenka, visual artist Jane Jin Kaisen, agatéhn artists Eric Sharp, Katie Hae Leo,
Marissa Lichwick, and Sun Mee Chomet. This chafateuses on Lichwick, Chomet, and
Sharp as their performance works vividly renderltménal experience of adoption to
audiences, particularly to audiences of other askptcreating a community of witnesses
that provides a powerful counterpoint both to thgimof an inclusive U.S.

multiculturalism as well as to the family reuniorytim of international adoption stories.
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Three Adoptees, Three Different Stories of Birth Sarch and Reunion

As Park Nelson points out, “transnational adopfior} is a complicated
exchange, where children, the governments of tloenations, both sets of parents (birth
and adoptive), (usually) two adoption agenciesptidn workers, social workers,
childcare providers, attorneys, and a host of cititermediaries may be involved’®
The complexity of the adoption process is cleaglgrsin Chicago-based actress and
playwright Marissa Lichwick’s solo performance me¥ellow Dressin this piece,
written and performed by her, Lichwick performs ptxeenty different characters, with
whose help she recounts her own transnational iexmer of adoptiod’® In the play,
Riss (the character representing Lichwick) ret@®sn adult to South Korea in an
attempt to find her biological family. During fldsck scenes, Lichwick depicts her
childhood to show the process of how she and wodpical brother, Nicholas, were
adopted from a Korean orphanage to a family inlthg#ed States when she was five. Her

portrayal of her childhood in America is sometimigsny and sometimes shocking,

278 Kim Park Nelson, “Shopping for Children in thedmational Marketplace,” in
Outsiders Within: Writing on Transracial Adoptioeds. Jane Jeong Trenka, Julia
Chinyere Oparah, and Sun Yung Shin (Cambridge:tSBuot Press, 2006), 89.

2 yellow Drespreviewed at the University of Washington Schddbmama and the
Guthrie Experience at the Guthrie Theatre in Mimod#ia. In June 2011 it made its West
Coast debut at the Hollywood Fringe Festival asd/st Coast debut at the New York
International Fringe Festival. It was also perfodna¢ the 2015 Korean American
Adoptee Adoptive Family Network Conference in Stuls and produced by Silk Road

Rising in Chicago in October 2015.
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problematizing what it means to be a person ofraola white family. Her scenes in
present-day South Korea likewise address her posits an outsider. While Riss
succeeds in reuniting with her biological familiiedails to experience the powerful
emotional bond that she had expected to fill the woher life. A little yellow dress,
which she had loved as an orphanage child and witadheen taken away from her, is
one of the few substantial happy memories that ktayed with her throughout her life.
Thanks to her Korean uncle, who had retrieved teesidfrom the orphanage and kept it
all those years, Riss is able to find some typel@sure to her past as she returns to the
U.S. clutching her yellow dress.

Sun Mee Chomet is a St. Paul-based actress, datagnright, and director,
whose playsAsiamnesigd2008) andrhe Sex Sho(2016), deal with the intersecting
experiences of living as an Asian American womatheUnited States as well as in
Asia?®® Similar to Lichwick’s performance, Chomet’s semt@biographical story-How
to Be a Korean Womaiperformed by herself, focuses on the processariching for

and reuniting with her biological famiff* She finds her biological mother through a

280The Sex Showas one of twenty-seven Knight Foundation Artsl@nge Grant
awardees in 2016 and, at the time of this writia@ work-in-progress with the Mu
Performing Arts’ 2017-18 Season.

81 How to Be a Korean Womamremiered in 2012 at Dreamland Arts, as a paat of
collaborative work named “The Origin(s) Project: mil@rs in Motion” with Korean
adoptee artist Katie Hae Led§A, in St. Paul and was staged in 2013 at the Guthrie
Theatre in Minneapolis as well as at the 2013 IKBaAthering in Seoul. It was also

performed at the Asian Art Initiative in Philadeiglas a part of an artist exchange
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South Korean television program that attempts timite people with their lost loved
ones?®? Unlike Lichwick, Chomet chose to create only feengharacters for her solo
performance in order to reveal a powerful femaggrent in her quest: “it’'s very much
about this longing for mother. [...] For the mosttpat of the people who helped me to

find her were women [....] There was this theme afdée connection®®® Through her

connection with other women, Chomet comes to redhat her position as a woman

program in 2012 and at the Rochester Civic ThaatMinnesota in 2013. Chomet
performed this piece at the Seventh Annual Phif@dalTheatre Research Symposium at
Villanova University in 2013. Chomet has been retped by the following distinctions:
a McKnight Theater Artist Fellowship (2013); TCGxHeellowship (2013-15); a Lucille
Lortel nomination (2015); the Star Tribune’s “Beét lists for Asiamnesig2007) and
The Origin(s) Projec{2012); one of City Pages’ Artists of the Year@2} and the
Lavender Magazine’s “Best Solo Performance” hofordier play,How to Be a Korean
Woman(2012).

282 The nationally syndicated Korean television shdMiss that Person,” produced by
the Korean Broadcasting System (KBS) since 199¢aie well known for Korean adult
adoptees from all over the world trying to findith@ological families. See “I Miss That
Person,’KBS GLOBAI.accessed June 18, 2017,
http://nenglish.kbs.co.kr/tv/program_view.htm|?sk&No0=135, and Hosu Kim,
“Television Mothers: Birth Mothers Lost and Foumdie Search-and-Reunion
Narrative,” inBirth Mothers and Transnational Adoption PracticeSouth Korea:

Virtual Mothering(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 115-143.

283 Sun Mee Chomet, interview by author, St. Paul, Mi@y2015.
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within South Korea'’s intricate structure of gendgnamics and patriarchal power is very
different from that of herself as a woman in Amarimoted in a liberal and feminist
upbringing. Chomet’s story boldly highlights theligy of returning Korean American
women adoptees, who “encounter Korean forms ofcashtrism and sexism that they
experience as even more toxic than those theyrsdfia the U.S 2*

Eric Sharp is a Minneapolis-based actor and playwrAs an actor, he has not
only been actively involved in and working for Merorming Arts, but he has also
performed with numerous other theatrical compafifeSharp debuted as a playwright at
Mu, where in 2014 he premiered his first full-lemgiull-cast playMiddle Brother
Developed through Mu and the Jerome Foundation Resformance Prograrviddle
Brotherfollows the narrative of Billy, a Korean adopteé/Vaterloo, lowa, since the age
of seven, who, in his late twenties, decides to enovSeoul to live. Once in Korea, he

discovers he has a biological brother, Young-Nawyugid) in the play). Billy’s story

284 Margaret Homans, “Adoption and Return: Transnai@enealogies, Maternal
Legacies,” inRRites of Return: Diaspora Poetics and the Polit€&lemory eds.
Marianne Hirsch and Nancy K. Miller (New York: Cahbia University Press, 2011),
189.

283 Eric Sharp played the character of Engineer Wissiart Downwritten by Eleanor
Burgess in the world premiere at the Alliance Theat Atlanta in 2016. He also played
multiple roles as the Ghost of Christmas Futureji@aBelle’s husband, Mr. Wimple in
A Christmas Caroét the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis that sanmee.yi@ 2017, he
performed in Lloyd Suh’s plagharles Francis Chan Jr's Exotic Oriental Murder

Mysteryat Mu.
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incorporates that of his two brothers: in KoreauMg@-Nam, who spent eleven years in an
orphanage, and in lowa, Gabe—though not biologicallated—Billy’s adoptive
younger brother, whose own biological parents atenawn to him. The title of the play
refers to Billy, who thus becomes a middle brothethe consequence of his return
journey.Middle Brotheris a dramatic amalgamation of Sharp’s semi-autphighical
experiences in the course of reuniting with his daalogical family. Sharp renders his
story in a highly imaginative way set in the pras2®ilOs time of the play with
flashbacks to when Billy was a young boy in Kored an adoptee in the U.S. in the
1980s but mixed with a fantasy Joseon Dynasty géffoThese two time periods switch
back and forth to illustrate when Billy was lost; imagination of the Joseon Dynasty
with a similar plot involving royal family brotherand the time period when the
playwright himself went from becoming an orpharatoadoptee.

The three autobiographical performances reveat whaeans to be a
“Korean/Asian” adoptee in an interracial familythre U.S. as well as what it means to be
an “American” returning to South Korea. As Park $¢& comments, “the experiences of
discrimination that these adoptees face are traiosd—for being Asian in appearance
in the United States and for not being culturallyr&n enough in Kore&® In

foregrounding how their transnational liminal expace of adoption and birth searches

288 |n the production Sharp purposely mixes the ek®8§0s and the Joseon Dynasty
times to accentuate the fantasy-like element oflgshbacks. The dramatic illustration

of the Joseon period is a fantasy and does natdrttee historical accuracy of the Joseon
Dynasty.

287 park Nelsonlnvisible Asians185.
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prominently intersects with issues of race, gended, class, the three artists also
disclose, deconstruct, and resist the gender,lyacid class scripts inscribed onto their
bodies by two cultures, two nations, and two faesili
Deconstructing Racial Scripts in Marissa Lichwick’sYellow Dress
By embodying multi-characterizations crossingaband ethnic boundaries,

Lichwick depicts the rigidity of ethnocentric deroation that she, as an adoptee in her
real life, experienced during her return journeXtowea. When Lichwick’s character
(Riss) arrives at the airport in Korea, her firstlgange is with an older Korean man who,
upon hearing her speaking broken Korean, switah&nglish and asks:

KOREAN MAN. Are you Korean?

RISS. Oh yes, I'm Korean American.

KOREAN MAN. Ah | see, you're American Korean.

RISS. No I'm Korean American. | was Korean First[sind then |

became an American.

KOREAN MAN. You look Americarf®®
Performing this confusion shows that the bounddrete/een nationality, ethnicity, and
race are unstable, and that this instability becomaximized when an adoptee returns to
Korea and is faced with people who look ethnicalbntical but use a different language.
The Korean man also muddles up Riss’ race duertphhesiological or behavioral
appearance by saying “You look American.” This maaconstrues and defines
“American-looking” Koreans as Americans first ahags almost white or, at least, not

“authentically” Korean. Lichwick’s embodiments dfet man as a Korean in and from

288 Marissa LichwickYellow Dressunpublished, 2012, 8.
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Korea, and Riss as a Korean adoptee calling hdfseéfan American but being labeled
American, destabilize this confusing identificatiointhe adoptee. In another scene,
Riss’s encounter with a female Korean adoptee sspsea different exposure to racial
scripts imposed on Korean adoptees.

RISS. Are you Korean?

MINDY. Yea gurl Korean Adopted, just got back frdforea.
“Consahaminda”. Thank you.

RISS. What were you doing in Korea?

MINDY. Reuniting with my birth family bitch, why ek would | be there?
My life’'s awesome, I'm rich, my family’s rich, mydyfriend’s rich,
he went to MIT and totally owns a plane. | mean ean.

RISS. How did you find them? Your birth parents?

MINDY. It's super easy girl, you call a post adaptiagency, you give
them your family name, you then wait; they themligtcall you and
tell you they found them. You then fly to Korea anthlly meet
them. But, it's so super sad. Everyone like totatigs and wants to
touch you and tell you that you're “healthy”. Oloshme. Anyway,
my rich, hot, white boyfriend is totally waitingrfone because I'm
(grabbing her boobs) “healthy®

Mindy’s behavior, attitude, and way of speakind.ichwick’s characterization reveal
her total embrace of privilege-evasive scriptsf abe “passed” for a white person.

Accentuating the American (essentialized as wlyiteng female character, Lichwick

289 | ichwick, Yellow Dress12.
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shows Mindy having the curiosity and/or need tareuwith her birth family, yet she
experienced this reunion from a white-privilegemaif view as if removed from it all
and even annoyed by it: “Oh shoot me.” The contrasiveen these two female
characters reveals a differing racial formationif &4sindy completely disavowed her
race and became white or—as Riss later descriesyfie of transformation regarding
her little Asian adopted sister—she became “a tieikellow on the outside, white on
the inside.?®® By creating a character like Mindy and performihig character,

Lichwick echoes Alison Bailey in that “racial sagpare internalized at an early age,
[and] privilege is granted on the basis of whitegrformances?®* With her rich family
and her “rich, hot, white boyfriend,” Mindy is perfning a “whitely” script, believing
that since she is in a relationship with a whitdanshe can automatically live the
privileged life of a white woman. This performatimerning by Lichwick, as an adoptee
performer, questions the perpetuation of the wisetipt on adoptees/Asians and shows
us the danger if used as a tool to justify a cdiodadeology in the U.S. and efface racial
discrimination from which Korean adoptees haveesef. According to Peggy
Mclintosh, white privilege is the unawareness ofrdm@al privilege that white people

have due to their unearned skin privileges makingé specificities visibl& This

29 Lichwick, Yellow Dress43.

291 Alison Bailey, “Locating Traitorous Identities: Ward a View of Privilege-Cognizant
White Character,Hypatial3, no. 3 (1998): 27-42. http://www.jstor.org/4&B810697.
292 peggy Mcintosh, “White Privilege and Male Privigegh Personal Account of
Coming to See Correspondences Through Work in Wan&ndies,"Working Paper

189, Wellesley Centers for Women, Wellesley, MA, 1988.
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structure of whiteness in the United States petestrimto adoptees’ liminal experience
and constructed their social location in betweereAoanness and Asianness, a location
that Mindy subconsciously denies. Her glorificatafrwhiteness is a gesture of reifying a
white hegemony and justifies white privilege.

Lichwick’s autobiographical story of being adoptesia child takes the audience
on a journey to her past, rendering public a nunolbeensitive issues that have been
invisible behind the facade of the “grateful” adegpinmaster-narrative, such as child
trafficking and sexual abuse as well as the dis@py function of orphanages. In one
scene, transforming her body into her relinquisti@tt-self brought into the San Rok
Orphanage, Lichwick offers audiences the harshtyeafl orphanage life, where abuses
like child molestation were not unusual, such asmwa male employee played “touch
time” with her. In another scene, she renders Risager attempts to improve her
English and portrays her admiring the image of @awwoman with blonde hair and blue
eyes on a torn-out page from an American maga2is®ate points out, an orphanage
essentially functioned as “a processing statiorhése an unwanted orphan was
transformed into a desirable adoptee for Amerid@mis?® This entailed learning
English, converting to Christianity, and practicihg performance of doll-like girlhood.

Once in the U.S. this “desirable” child, howevancounters at various moments
the latent racial bias of its adoptive family. Pedenments that “Orientalist fantasies,
global capitalism, and the rise of a consumer coditpeulture coalesced with the
racially integrative politics of Cold War Orientsiin to create a discourse of yellow

desire that motivated Americans to imagine and @rake Korean children as a part of

293 pate From Orphan to Adopted 01-125.
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their national and private family™> Here, yellow desire is a concept that is partidyla
associated with Korean adoptees in which “the mdfekorean children become
desirable because of their potential to integrateassfully in American society and in
their new American family?®® Lichwick shows us the unstable demarcation between
contrasting ideologies, exposing how “yellow desireovertly inscribed on an Asian
adoptee—can easily actualize into a form of “yell@svil.” In contrast to “yellow

desire,” the “yellow peril” is a historically comatted Western xenophobia of Asianness,
which reflects a racial bias embodying a fear oAaran “invasion” of the Western
World, thus marking Asian bodies as inassimilablgiacts. In a scene in her new
American home, Riss plays doctor with her adop#iveerican little brother. As

Lichwick renders how the children innocently kisgldaussle on the floor, she suddenly
transforms herself into her adoptive mother bugstimo the room and screaming, “Oh no
oh no. Oh no. | knew something would be wrong witly oriental kids [...] there will be
no incest in my houset® The lines are delivered in a slowly articulateiteeover, thus
satirizing the adoptive mother’s horror of incésfith her critical mimicry, Lichwick
points up how even supposedly liberal, white ad@ppiarents, like her mother,
subconsciously continue to racialize their adoptivédren by subscribing to entrenched

fantasies of sexual otherness. This scene poigntmaatricalizes how desire and anxiety

294 pate From Orphan to Adopted 7.
2% |bid., 88.

2% | ichwick, Yellow Dress38.
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are intrinsically related in stereotypical percep$ of otherness, as Homi Bhabha has
compellingly showrf®’

If Lichwick’s life as a Korean adoptee in Amerisashown as being marked by
racial scripts, her adult experience of returnmouth Korea reflects her difficulties
with the forced silence that South Korean societains dictate on the issue of adoption.
When Riss as an adult visits the orphanage, theoasks her why she wants to find her
biological family; she answers: “I have to discowdrat’'s been missing my whole
life.” %8 Yet, when finally meeting her family, Riss is camfted with their persistent
silence on the issue of her adoption: “I found atradl of them, yet they didn’t want to
open up the past to me. Everything was an illusiost like my American-ness in Korea
and my Korean-ness in America. So | decide to etk to the United State&’® Riss
realizes that to them she has become a foreigrtegriown country of birth. Upon
leaving Seoul, she tells us, “as | was riding awagoked at the Yellow Dress and
realized that Korea was not going to define me/america didn’t define me; it wasn’t
about definition, it was about forgivenes$®”

As Riss is packing to go back to the United Staad®od of memories comes
back to her in a brief sound collage of utterarfo@® various persons she had
encountered on her life’s journey as an adoptee:

“My memory escape me.”

297 BhabhaThe Location of Cultures6.
298 : -

Lichwick, Yellow Dress15.
299 |pid., 47.

300 |hid., 51.
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“l chose God.”

“Rachel, I found your shoe.”

“Welcome to McDonald’s, how can | helps you?”

“A, B, She, D ...I"

“Such big eyes!”

“Beat it” by Michael Jackson

“Your name is Marissa.”

“You are enough.”

“Oma [mother]! | gotta go!"”

“It's not about your nose ... you are enoudft-”
As she repeats these quotes from herself and pénsons (such as her biological mother
and brother, her adoptive mother and sister), Lickwattempts to evoke these characters
through bodily movements, and her demeanor andipposhange quickly from one line
to the next. For example, on her line “such bigsgyghe transforms herself into the five-
year old Riss looking at the magazine image oblbad American woman trying to
make her eyes look bigger; she then suddenly bexbereteenage self, dancing to “Beat
it” in her American home. Next, she changes intodtptive mother telling Riss in a
soothing voice that she has a new name, “Marisgas sequence of utterances and body
movements not only recapitulates what has happente@ performance, but also
compresses Riss’s lifetime of being shaped consbi@nd subconsciously as an

adoptee. While the collage style suggests a réthgmented and incomplete sense of

301 ichwick, Yellow Dress48.
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self, this condensed moment of memories, nonethedesomplishes a significant break-

through for Riss, who accepts her various entanggdeks.

Resisting Gender Scripts in Sun Mee Chomet’slow to Be a Korean Woman

In contrast to Lichwick, Chomet formulates a feeaahly connection among her
personifications. Her performance serves as aaaary tale for Korean American
women adoptees who meet up with their biologicalifi@s and, in the process, come
face to face with South Korea’s construction of fi@mity and its politics of patriarchy.

Sun Mee Chomet’s piecklow to Be a Korean Womaanveils the patriarchal

oppression that female adoptees are subjectedda they return to South Korea.

Chomet (who in the play uses both her actual namdenar American given name,

Rachel) tells us that she was relinquished for adomt the age of six months and that

her American adoptive mother was “a tomboy, arautminist.®%?

MOM. Rachel, fieavy sighhow many times do we have to go through
this?!! | never bought you Barbies or dolls becahsg’re oppressive
representations of womerdrpssing around stage, picking up all
remaining costume pieces as if cleanihdidn’t let you try out for
cheer-leading because whooping it up for boys ggating! picking
up lipstick and compagAnd you don’t need make-up, because you
are beautiful inside and that’s all that mattetse ame goes for

SHOPPING! puts all props behind USR curtain and quickly cesss

302 5un Mee ChomeHow to Be a Korean Womannpublished, 2012, 23.
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DSC, as if handing SUN MEE a football heljriéow put on this

football helmet and go play with your broth&Pé!
Growing up from such a young age with a North Arceani feminist mother may have
empowered Chomet as a woman in the U.S., buttdiody didn’t prepare her for the
“re-feminization” to which she would be subjecteldem she reunited with her biological
family in South Korea. In fact, as Sun Mee hersethments directly to the audience at
the beginning of the performance, she was not peelfar many issues she was going to
face about adoption practices while trying to fired biological mother:

SUN MEE. That's when | began to realize...almost g\Warean was

affected by adoption. Whether it was a relativa dniend, there were

S0 many secretsn@ticing people on subwailo one wanted to talk

about it in public, but in private, it haunted tinemories of all

Koreans®**
When Sun Mee finally finds her biological mothére tadoption agency caseworker tells
her that they can only meet in secret. This is beeder biological mother is married,
and her husband does not know about Sun Mee; midf@ut, her mother would “lose
everything including contact with her two sori&>'Later, on the last night together with
her mother, her grandmother, and her two aunts Maeaasks her mother when she
might be able to sleep over at her house and nedwo sons. Her mother answers:

maybe in twenty years, after her husband dies.sthaes illustrate the fear and secrecy

303 ChometHow to Be a Korean Womag3.
3% pid., 6.

305 |bid., 18.
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in which all of these women, including Sun Mee, fareed to live. Through these two
scenes, Chomet exposes how silence is used as\afqatriarchal oppression in South
Korea to restrict, confine, and control women.

Where Lichwick presents us with controlled ematiomnderlining her sense of
alienation from her biological mother, Chomet utdés the expected sentimentality
with humor and irony. As her grandmother hugs SweMissing and crying, she speaks
to her in Korean. Sun Mee believes her to be saylmapk at your beautiful skin and
healthy body. Your family in America raised you Wwém glad you're okay. You look
just like your mother. | want to never let you g8"Even though Sun Mee does not
understand Korean, she is happy and moved by tmslerful gush of emotions. Later
she asks one of her aunts who speaks English venarandmother actually said:

HALMONI: You look TERRIBLE! She said you look likgou were
adopted by FARMERS because of your clothes. Slkeysai need to
wear more MAKE-UP and she asked why you're so TAN awhy
your hair looks SO BAD. She said she rememberedwbe were a
baby, you had fair skin and you were PRETTY witiGBEEYES and
she wants to know WHAT HAPPENED? She said you look
HORRIBLE! She wants us to take you SHOPPIRIG!

This witty scene demonstrates that the repetitafribe romanticized and melodramatic

expectation of the given knowledge about transnatiadoption tend to overly simplify

308 chometHow to Be a Korean Womafo.

307 1bid., 21.
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the diverse situations and reality that adoptees rebinite with their biological family
actually confront.

Chomet’s performance also shows us the importahphlysicality as her body
connects to memories so deeply rooted but thabeanstantly engendered. Audience
members are presented with a scene in which hexafograndmother hugs her and holds
her in a tight clutch and she says: “my grandmogioers her body into mine, holding
onto my arm, refusing to let go...somehow my musaenory remembers this feeling
and has been crawling back towards it all of mg.1i® She then recreates this hug and
we can see how this muscle memory is actualizégirmperformance with a controlled
bodily movement and without a word. In this singllent movement, the entire
transnational separation/reunion experience is idiately conjured up and dramatically
differs from the superficial spectacularizatioradptees’ reunions as sentimentalized

narratives in Korean TV and filfif? The focus of Chomet's action is on the intensity o

308 ChometHow to Be a Korean Womag0.

309 One of the recent cinematic representations aftapelarizing adoptees’ birth
searches and reunions can be se&dde to My Fathe(=zxi«/=, 2014). This fiction film,
which spans Korean history from the 1950s untiteorporary time, has been recorded
as the second largest box office hit in South Kiorfden history. An estimated 15 million
South Korean people, about one third of the Kogegulation, watched this film in
movie theaters. This sentimental post-war scerimo however, was one of several that
were not only produced by the biggest movie producé Entertainment, but also openly
promoted by South Korean President Park Geun Hagrisinistration favoring a

nationalistic movie industry (this former admingtton also blatantly created a blacklist
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her body, not on the viewer’s feeling about itother words, she creates the opposite of
the sympathy that Korean TV programs and cinenmapecesentations generate to affect
Korean viewers watching Korean adoptees’ reuniaitis their biological families.
Chomet’s body and movements create not only thealiation of her story but also the
inside-out of her emotion and memory.

In another scene, Sun Mee is whisked by her bicéddamily into a whirlwind of
shopping, hairdressing, exfoliating, and Koream$gapartly to make up for lost bonding

time but partly also due to her mother’'s and aupgdief that Sun Mee is still unmarried

of left and liberal artists). The film tells theosy of a man who was separated from his
younger sister during the frantic December 195@eaton of Heungnam Port during the
Korean War. Years later he seeks her out throuighlt¥i program and discovers that she
had been adopted by an American family. Their finseting to attempt verification that
the adoptee woman is in fact related to him is doaeatellite. The brotherisina TV
studio in Seoul and the adoptee sister is in Logefes. This satellite meeting scene,
cutting back and forth between them and shotsef tid birth mother and other family
members watching the live show at the same timenésof the most emotionally charged
parts of the film. The scene following this higiar-filled one shows the incredibly
joyful family and relatives. Toward the end of filex there is a happy reunion scene
with the adopted sister’s newly married family inr€an traditional outfits bowing in
Korean traditional way. The insertion of the Kordamale adoptee’s story reinstates the
notion of adoptees as the nation’s objects of syhypaithin a happy reunion sending
the message that even though Korea experiencechandships, now as a “developed”

country, it has the capability to embrace eveloss children.
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because she failed to make herself “attractivdigodates. Through her biological
family, Sun Mee soon discovers the requirementsowf to be a Korean woman, which
she shares by directly addressing the audience:
You must get married [...] have children [...] go taioth [...] cook [...]
take care of others more than yourself [...] notdzegkinny [...] not be
too fat [...] dress well [...] have an expensive puasd wallet [...] wear
scarves when it is 80 degrees [...] strive for perékin [...] wear a visor
[...] color your hair [...] have straight thick eyebrsynot thin like
Americans [...] use a lipstick brush [...] have amaznag colors that are
super cute [...] you must wear fashionable shoes) éthey hurt a lof°
The requirements and series of acts of how toKeraan woman that Sun Mee
experiences here correspond with an establishadysgyth, a socio-historical
patriarchal construct that weds an outdated, hegenmmtion of femininity (emphasizing
the value of physical and emotional fragility inmen, of their social and economic
reliance on men and compliance with male authooity pleasing outer appearance) to
heteronormative claims on female sexualityThough suffering from this patriarchal
system, Chomet'’s female family members have unvglyi agreed not only to follow its
mythic rules of beauty but also to transmit thenStm Mee and, by extension, to the
younger female generation, to “normalize” theirkedor “survival” and “success” in a

highly gendered South Korean society. These reopaengs reflect South Korea'’s

319 ChometHow to Be a Korean Woma#7.
311 Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Usedmsgalomen

(New York: Doubleday, 1991).
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contemporaryook-centered culture, in which highly commercializedteral products,
such as films, television dramas, and especialpold-music videos have indoctrinated
South Korean women to endorse the ideals of fatadicheauty, escalating the
normalization of a culture of “lookism” as the stand for South Korean women who
feel compelled to transform their bodi&8.

As a woman brought up in North America, Sun Meeasconsidered “Korean
female enough” by the standards of a patriarchatlSKorean society that governs her
biological mother and aunts. The feminine make-g@veject of Sun Mee’s female
family members—to show their affection and makellemome more acceptable to the
given norms of South Korean society—contradictsdven ideas of gender, of living as
an emancipated woman in the United States. To Sem fhese “how-téeok-like-a-
Korean-woman” requirements are a recipe for oppyadbat, at the end of her journey,
she does not accept, as she realizes the hollowhé&gsng to be a different person: “I
try hard to put on this idea of what it means tdloeean. For my umma [mother] for my
aunts and grandmother [...] but it's not nf&*In her performance, Chomet visually
contextualizes the deconstruction of what it meartse a Korean woman. After a hectic
sequence of body movements, of draping on a sodrhat, of dangling a purse, and of
putting on high heel shoes—all performances thppssedly engender a “Korean

woman"—Sun Mee suddenly stops and says “but ittsm®.” She then very slowly takes

312 sharon Heijin Lee, “The (Geo)Politics of BeautydR, Transnationalism, and
Neoliberalism in South Korean Beauty Culture,” Dmvat Dissertation, University of
Michigan, 2012, 44-57.

313 ChometHow to Be a Korean Womagas.
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off her hat, scarf, and high heels and just lodkaght out into the audience in silence.
These quiet motions of removing the accoutermenit®cean femaleness symbolize the
stripping off of a culturally imposed gender scioid the deconstruction of her
temporary, superficial Korean womanness.

Chomet not only challenges gender scripts thahehself experienced; in a
moving scene, she also discloses a sinister stgiesed gender script affecting both her
and her biological mother. In the play, Sun Meediout that it was her great uncle and
aunt—who were taking care of her in another cityievher unwed mother was working
in Seoul—that gave her up to the Holt Adoption Pang They did this out of fear of
losing face because gossip implied that Sun Meetkeashild of their promiscuous
eighteen-year-old daughter. Holt then hid Sun Meesix months in a South Korean
foster family before sending her to the U.S. Hetheodesperately went back to Holt
several times to retrieve her daughter, but tovail.aAs a single, unwed mother with no
legal recourse, she was finally forced to givend &ll into a deep depression. Drawing
on Orlando Patterson’s work on slavery, Hosu Kirmpares the situation of South
Korean birth mothers in the adoption process tactiralition of “social death,” since the
legal process of adoption deprives them of alladsgtights (which are transferred to the
adoption agency), effectively rendering them “déaathers.?* Chomet includes this
scene not to sentimentalize motherly love but {pose the conspiratorial practices of

Korean international adoption agencies. By brindgmtight her mother’s story, Chomet

314 Kim, Birth Mothers and Transnational Adoption PracticeSouth Korea8-10. Also
see Orlando PattersdBlavery and Social Death: A Comparative St(@gmbridge:

Harvard University Press, 1982).
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exposes how a state-imposed gender script renishgite sinwed mothers powerless in a
repressive patriarchal society that ostracizes ttegrhaving “chosen” to relinquish their
children. In this regard, then, Chomet’s perfornealso brings the plight of biological
mothers to light from the abyss of social stigma.

In How to Be a Korean Womaafter Sun Mee patrticipates in the Korean TV
program, looking for her biological family, sixtepeople claim that they may be related
to her. To find out whether a person is part ofthietogical family, Sun Mee prepares for
a DNA test. “As music plays, SUN MEE takes onersdraf hair, places in an imaginary
baggie, puts on hand and blows it to the sky.This motion shows the importance of
bodily materials such as a single hair to provelth@od tie and kinship. Chomet as a
performer did not actually pull out a strand of hair; however, the stylized action of
plucking the single hair is the existential momefliminality that her body counts on as
an adoptee to prove both her “adoptee-ness” andeddmess” through bodily pain. The
simplicity of the motion of pulling her hair threalnot just verbalized by her dialogue.
Without any explanation of how to do the test, wihateans to her, and what she
envisages about its result, she quietly acts autdst preparation in slow motion. This
slow motion becomes a ritualistic action whicheets her wish and longing to find her
biological mother. In another scene in which SureMeceives a letter from her
biological mother, she reacts to the actual letteitten by Chomet'’s real-life biological
mother, seen projected on the wall. As the audideees her recorded reading of this
letter, Sun Mee performs slow movements in silheudthe perfectly controlled

slowness of her body demonstrates her feelingg@feznent, happiness, shock, sorrow,

315 chometHow to Be a Korean Womaf?2.
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and a yearning to physically see her mother. Tleetsple of emotion that she embodies
reacting to the letter from her biological mothem alignment with the spectacle of the
actual letter written in Korean. This juxtapositioetween Chomet’s bodily movement,
the temporal slowness of its pace, and the medaigatt defers giving the spectator any
fixed answer.

At the end of her piece, before leaving for th& USun Mee finds comfort,
freedom, and emotional belonging with other adapteeSeoul who have created their
own special community: “It was good to feel like $oif again: like an outsider. Being in
the margins felt familiar. It was my birth family&fforts to put me in the center, to
normalizeme, that was exhausting... They were trying to nmak@ass”>*° Among this
group of other transnational “outsiders” in Soutbréa, Sun Mee finds an adoptee-
centered space, sending the message to her autheneeloptees are not relegated to
wander in a stateless space but, rather, can derteear own space of belonging.
Disclosing Class, Citizenship, and Kinship Scripte Eric Sharp’s Middle Brother

The director of the premiere bfiddle Brother Robert Rosen, stated “What
struck me the most was the idea of an adopteevenyantense personal journey whose
story is hijacked by just about everyone he mééisir stories seem to supersede his
own and he is relegated to the position of caratakr placating everyone els&*The
temporal, spatial, and bodily hijackingshhiddle Brotherare theatricalized to tell
Sharp’s story, with all the characters in the puaitun performed by pan-Asian cast

members from Mu Performing Arts. The pan-Asianiogsof the premierdliddle

316 chometHow to Be a Korean Womagas.

317 Robert Rosen, “Director’s Notes,” Playbill fstiddle Brother 5.
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Brotherat Mu represented solidarity between Asian Amascand Korean adoptees
built upon Mu’s commitment to the Asian Americamuounity>!® In an interview,

Sharp points out the special role that Mu heldreattingMiddle Brother “we have a

very special Midwestern Asian American aesthetie lteat Mu is really responsible for
and | feel so thankful to them. [...] That’'s the coomity but in terms of inspiration for
howwe worked on the play**® Mu has a twenty-year-long history of producing @titm
theater starting witMask Dancéyy Rick A. Shiomi and’he Walleye Kicnd its musical
version (2005 and 2008) by Rick A. Shiomi and SagdrKase, to Katie Hae Led™ur
Destinies(2011).Middle Brotherfits perfectly in Mu’s trajectory of exploring thveorld

of Korean adoption theater in the U.S., intersgckorean adoptee artistic engagements
of their diasporic life stories within Asian Ameauc theatrical experiences and enlivening
their mutual solidarity. In addition, to offer bagkund information for audiences, the
playbill for this production features the timeliokKorean adoption written by Critical
Adoption Studies scholar Kim Park Nelson and aggog of Korean words that the

characters in the play often use. Also includetheplaybill is a quote by Korean

318 Founded in 1992, Mu Performing Arts functionstes largest Asian American
performing arts organization in the midwest prodgcigreat performances born of arts,
equality, and justice from the heart of the Asiane&kican experience.” Mu has been
dedicated to playing this significant role of néimg Asian American stories through
artistic exploration, experiment, and engagemettt eguality and social justice.
“Mission,” Mu Performing Artsaccessed January 7, 2018,
http://www.muperformingarts.org/mission/

319 Eric Sharp, interview by author, Minneapolis, Mig; 2015.
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adoptee playwright Katie Hae Leo who writes abartéxperience of growing up
adopted and Asian in the 1980s Midwest and stagesriportance of Mu in their lives:
“Mu Performing Arts’ commitment to producing plafgs and by adoptees recognizes
the power of seeing oneself represented throudloasb many Minnesota adoptees and
their families.”®° This substantial information about adoption sh@harp and Mu’s
respectful commitment to situate the Korean adopt@en experience at the center of
theater arts and not use them in a simplistic Xptagtative) one-way storytelling
narrative centered on adoptive parents’ point etwihat often omits the complexity of
transnational adoption practice and adoptees’ cowreg.

In Flexible CitizenshipAiwha Ong argues that due to advances in teclyyaod
transportation, transnational connection has irsgéan flexible mobility and
nationhood** Whereas Lichwick and Chomet's plays show the itgaiff this
transnational connection, what is interesting irc Sharp’sMiddle Brotheris that it not
only shows the facility of this transnational coatien, but also the temporal flexibility
of the main character who goes back in forth iretemd place. The choices of
theatricalizing the transnational spaces wherg/Bikxperiences occur in the course of
moving in between Korea and the U.S. expose thxébflay of transnational adoptees. In
the production, Sharp shows this transnational htglihrough an open spatial
configuration of the set. At the beginning of tHaypst= (Korea),oto| 22t (lowa), and

i (Pacific Ocean) are drawn on the floor with whitelk by members of the Chorus.

320 p|ayhill for Middle Brother 7.
321 Aiwha Ong,Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Tramsionality (Durham:

Duke University Press, 1999).
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Borrowing from classical Greek drama, Sharp createsnaginary Chorus consisting of
Korean only heavily accented men and women drassiggical jjimjil-bang outfits. The
Chorus interacts only with Billy, sometimes helpmgh with advice, other times
criticizing or even mocking him. Using a cart-likkariot, actors and actresses dramatize
this flexible mobility on stage to illustrate howllB and the Chorus easily move back
and forth between the two countries marked on tégesfloor. When Billy goes to
Korea, the Chorus brings the cart over to his efdbe Pacific in lowa (stage left) and
wheels him over to the Korean side in Seoul (cestege and stage right). When the
Chorus is addressing Billy and he needs help, Wiesel over a small bridge and they
crawl on top of it, over the Pacific Ocean, fromr&a to lowa.

Sharp also adds an element of temporal flexibleilipby aligning Billy’s
return journey with an imagined story of the JosBgnasty’s ascending royal lineage.
When he arrives in Korea, Billy sings a song imoaae-bang(zy4), a Korean private
singing room where people go to sing songs and hawelhe popular culture
experiences such gsnjil-bang andnorae-banghat Billy encounters in South Korean
urban areas contrast with the fictionalized stdrgre-modern Korean history. In the
following scene, this contemporary cultural sitejusckly transformed into a fantasized
historical setting of Joseon period Korea with ifiadal Korean music and Korean royal
family characters wearinganbok®?? To signify their presence at the royal court, ecto

embody theatricalized gestures such as bowinget&ihg and Queen and use florid

322 Thehanbokdesign costumes suggest a sense of temporaligréutot of the Joseon
period with newspapers printed directly on the ifalidanbokin this play functions as an

imagined signifier of Korean tradition, culturestary, and royal lineage.
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honorific speech showing Sharp’s trans-historigagination through mannerism and
language. The scene then rapidly changes bacKkljoiiBcontemporary time. These
quick-change scenes work well in terms of contgstie blurred line between Billy’s
imagination of a past and his present-day reaiidy Eharp draws to evoke the fragile
demarcation of temporal mobility. Imagining spataad temporal flexibility in this play
not only disrupts the spatial stability and tempéresarity as Billy as an adoptee
searches for belonging across time and space)dmtreagnifies the liminal state of
being in between Korea and the U.S. and in betyweashand present.

Sharp invites us to view his play in which spasiatl temporal flexibility are
transnationally and trans-historically fluid butwiich kinship and citizenship
demarcations are rigidly formed and enforced. Imtiast to spatial and temporal
flexibility, configuring kinship and citizenship inoth Korea and the U.S. requires an
adoptee to conform to rigid regulations and eveneexe acts such as, on the one side,
the presentation of theojuk (=x) to prove their “real” Korean name when adoptees
return to Korea and, on the other side, the rejaadf their name to prove their
“American” identity and discarding “old” Korean dosms and learning “new” American
ways when they are adopted in the 87&Billy experiences this rigidity to conform his
identity to be either American or Korean acrosstand space. The opening scene shows

Billy in his apartment practicing speaking basia&an, quite badly. Billy tells the

323 Thehojukfamily registry system was terminated in 2008 aslétwed only the father
of a child to set its name in the registry. Seess&KBrian,Reframing Transracial
Adoption: Adopted Korean, White Parents, and thiiEee of Kinship(Philadelphia:

Temple University Press, 2012), 31.
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Chorus that his return to Korea plan is simplentFan apartment. [...] Get a job. [...] Eat
Korean barbecue. [...] Apply for a visa, learn Kammethen walk around and blend into
society.”® The Chorus responds by mocking him, marking tfst fime that Billy’s
issue of belonging is put forward, CHORUS 4: “ObKkat me. | am Billy and I'm
blending in to Korean society?® What seemed like a perfectly logical plan to Billsho
sees himself as Korean, is considered absurd lay’ ‘K@reans who understand the
experiences of Korean American adoptees who retukorea and find the hard reality
that they are viewed as “Korean foreigners” witkisrea>*° The Chorus also brings up
the matter of citizenship, telling Billy that he stlbring his U.S. citizenship
naturalization documents to prove that he, in fidatpt Korean and that his name is no
longer on théojukin order to apply for a long-term visa:
BILLY: Hojuk, hojuk... Okay, what's a hojuk?
CHORUS 3: Korean family registry. You no longer tpair family.
You no longer Korean person. You now American perso
Please prove that you are not Korean peréon.
The information given by the Chorus is significanthat in order for Korean children to
become legally adoptable in terms of U.S. Immigratiaw, they must first gain “orphan
status,” as Kim writes: “For adoptees, an ‘orphajuk’ or orphan registry, served to

render the child as a legible, free-standing sulgethe state in preparation for adoption

324 Eric SharpMiddle Brother unpublished play, 2014, 7.
323 |bid.
326 park Nelsonlnvisible Asians177.

327 Sharp Middle Brother 7.
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and erasure as a Korean Citiz&ff Kim continues by stating that when some adoptees
decided to apply for “the overseas Koreans visay tlvere told they had never been
taken out of their birth family registry, and “imcer to qualify for the visa, they must
complete their own erasure from the registry amtebtheir Korean citizenshipg? In
other words, Korean adoptees’ affirmation of th&rean citizenship, or legal
recognition by the Korean government, is juxtapos#d the negation of Koreanness
represented by the family register. For adopteesikis thus a marker of destabilizing
belonging-hood as a Korean citizen and in a Kofaamly just as U.S. Naturalization

papers are the stamp of a Korean adoptee who vdassad as “American.” For both

328 Eleana J. Kim, “Our Adoptee, Our Alien: TransnagibAdoptees as Specters of
Foreignness and Family in South Koreatithropological Quartery80, no. 2 (2007):
521. http://muse.jhu.edu/article/217111.

329 Kim, “Our Adoptee, Our Alien,” 521. Park Nelsorvgs more precision regarding the
overseas Koreans visa: “The F-4 visa is the lessitictive of any residence visa in
Korea, conferring on the holder all the rights afime Korean except voting, including
unlimited entry and exit privileges, the right temo property and businesses, and the right
to reside in Korea without a work-related spongdthough the F-4 has a two-year term,
unlimited renewals are possible. An F-4 visa islase to citizenship as a noncitizen can
have. [...] Since 2011, Korean adoptees who hakegreent residence status in Korea
(most commonly with an F-4 visa) can also applydioal South Korean citizenship. [...]
Adoptee dual citizens are exempt from the compulsalitary service required for male
citizens, and are not required to relinquish thieenship of their adoptive countries.”

See Park Nelsomnvisible Asians162-3.
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Korean and U.S. authorities, kinship, citizenshipg belonging are mutually connected,
and this triad of identification is a conteste@ sif adoptee-ness that requires demarcated
confirmation by bureaucratic “objecthood” such asrenpaperwork. IMiddle Brother

the dramatization of this ironic reality that antsaational adoptee who decides to stay in
Korea faces, is a contestation of romanticizingibil2 mobility with which adoptees are
often associated. This “de-Koreanization” engenddmninal belonging in Billy’s legal

and familial position, an issue that is consisteadien throughout the play and gradually
increases his insecurity. In fact, Billy's embodmhef liminal belonging accentuates a
sense of complete statelessness, that he belongghher country.

Even thougiMiddle Brothertells a story about a Korean adoptee’s birth $earc
and reunion, it differs from Lichwick and Chometsrks in its fantasy-like quality, as
the plot of Billy’s journey is mirrored throughotlte play by a tale of two brothers during
the Joseon Dynasty. After arriving in Korea, BWigits the Korean adoption agency
through which he was placed for adoption and rexsewery little information about his
biological parents and adoption history; howeverishstunned to find out that he has an
older brother he never knew existed. This realirats a trigger for the first in a series of
fantasy scenes in which Billy places himself, seam imaginary royal court of the Joseon
Dynasty. These fantasy scenes show the contréisé @ipulent royal family’s life with
Billy’s working class life in lowa, and especiallys Korean older brother’s miserable
life in Korea. Billy’s biological brother, Young-Na as a child, suffered temporary
memory loss from a bicycle accident and was seatlioy’s home, forced to make

“shoes every day for eleven years”In the Joseon trans-historical world, however, as

330 SharpMiddle Brother 37.
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the eldest brother, Young-Nam is next in line todrae King. Sharp stated that this type
of fantasy exists or is often told to Korean adeptéthe other part of thigliddle
Brotheridea is that many adoptees are told or we hawsetfatasies that we are from
this royal lineage3* Through this fantasy, Billy re-invents his owndage to attempt to
“regain” his name and a sense of belonging. Shargals this to us a scene where Billy,
as an invisible observer, witnesses the queentsriasite labor delivering a baby, a son,
second in line to the throne: himself born of royal

In contrast to this royal life, Sharp reveals theroned downtrodden life of
Billy’s two brothers, Gabe in the U.S. and YoungaNm Korea. Billy and Gabe grew up
together as adoptive brothers, but Gabe did nohdeedapt to the fact that he was
adopted. From either quitting or getting fired froiead-end jobs to drinking at bars,
Gabe, who used to be a good student up until gpatle, just gave up. Even though
Young-Nam as an adult has reconnected with hi®gical parents, he still has difficulty
holding jobs and sustaining relationships, and dpduis time drinking and smoking.
When Billy goes back to Korea for the second ti@ung-Nam has lost his apartment
and is now living in gjimjil-bang. Billy’'s mobility across time and space servesiasct
of configuring a compositional kinship in the diéat but mirrored wretched lives that
the two brothers experience. To be specific, Bilgys the role of a builder of this
brotherhood in which he is both an older brothehmU.S. and a younger brother in
Korea. Sharp dramatizes this interim relationsliipavigating between the two brothers
cross-nationally in a scene where Billy is absattwery present in the minds of his two

brothers. In a bar scene, Gabe and Young-Nam siragage but in different bars, one

3! Sharp, interview by author.
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in Waterloo, lowa and the other in Hanam, KoreaeW@abe is drinking and speaking
in the lowa bar, Young-Nam plays the part of thedyaler but faces upstage. When
Gabe stops talking, he switches places with YouagiWho drinks and Gabe plays the
bartender facing upstage. Both brothers separatehate a story about Billy. Gabe
enviously talks about Billy’s intelligence and Yaham imagines Billy’s “hardship”
living in the middle of white people in lowa andshes that they will meet again in
Korea in the future. Through this scene, Sharpnbt creates this idea of a land in-
between, where Billy the middle brother is the sabpf discussion, but also
demonstrates the deep-rooted effects of adopteggration, and a sense of loss through
the characters of both Gabe and Young-Nam who ceefios transnational kinship in
progress.

Examining the mechanisms of making an unwanted &ocegphan into a
desirable adoptee, ingrained into U.S. militaristd aeocolonial power in the framework
of transnational adoption, SooJin Pate argues‘tih@trphan’s body was subjected to
different methods of biopower—techniques and pracesithat governed life and
subjugated bodies and that worked to protect théthand appearance of incoming
orphans so that they may be made useful (thatléptable).**? Biopower, as seen in the
play through body and language, is the means afctnishation for adoptees to be re-

Koreanized into belonging; their bodies and “torgjuse under scrutiny to be

332 pate From Orphan to Adopted 03. The concept of biopower is taken from Michel
Foucault’'sHistory of Sexuality: An Introductiowvol.1, trans. Robert Hurley (New York:
Vintage Books, 1990), 140-5. In this book, Foucthdiorizes biopower asserting that

power is made up not only by disciplining bodies$ &lso by regulating populations.
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disciplined into Korean culture. In a Korean Aigfit scene that Billy dreams about, he
and Gabe become a disciplined body following tmedie Korean flight attendants’
specific instructions. The two flight attendan{soging epitomized Korean Air flight
attendant perfect outfits and impeccable mannerisxtend a “special greeting to Billy
and Gabe,” on behalf of the captdfiWwhile Billy and Gabe talk to one another, the two
attendants perform a “ritual dance in lieu of goihgugh the various safety features
verbally.”®** The two women then interrupt Billy and Gabe bynireg them with
“special” verbal instructions for when they meatitibiological family in Korea:
Your seat cushion can be used as a weapon to atdfgour family
members. [...] Korean Airlines would like to reminduythat Hanguk mal
[Korean] is the official language of your home cttynBy speaking
English, you are causing your ancestors pain. [n.thé unlikely event
you know two shits about your culture, you wouldlize that your older
brother should be referred to as hyung-nim asmaaigespect®>
The attendants then take ahold of Billy and, iraaa#-like ritual, give him more special
instructions for when he reunites with his biol@ifather. “When the abbeoji [father]
light is illuminated, please bow in that very spiecivay that you were never taught to
bow. Helpful hint: If you think you're low enougb the ground—go even lowet>* One

of the attendants physically forces him to bow atrto the ground. “It is against Korean

333 Sharp Middle Brother 51.
%34 bid., 52.
%3 |pid., 51-3.

338 |bid., 54.
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federal regulations to drink soju in front of yalybeoji. Please turn you [sic] red face
away while getting drunk with family member§*The two attendants use their hands to
force Billy’s face away. This ritual dance forciBgly’s body to morph into Korean
cultural standards with which he is not familiariseflection of his fear and anxiety of
reuniting with his biological family, having to aestom himself to Korean culture, and
undergoing cultural regulations in his birth landbrder to be accepted. Kim states that
many adoptees who fantasize about returning to&Xurdind “true familial or ethnic
belonging,” also suffer anguish about a returnpeyrdue to the “fear of experiencing a
second rejection®®

Billy is frustrated in his obligation to follow theegulatory customs of Korean
cultural formality and also in his brother’s reflgatalk to him about the past: “I don’t
get it, Hyung. We spent all this time catching ughvabbeoji [father], but the past is still
off limits. When can | ask the big question¥??Young-Nam answers: “There are things
| can only tell you when we speak the same langti@§én using Billy’s body as a
spectacle, Sharp displays not only Billy’s bodilgrtisformation under these disciplinary
guidelines but also his punishment in being exdaludem answers because of his lack of
Korean language skills. Sharp sees language gsdhktce of shaping adoptees’ liminal
state, showing the differentiating process betwéamean orphans and de-Koreanized

adoptees. In a flashback scene, Billy is transpadel 980s Waterloo, lowa where he

337 SharpMiddle Brother 54.
338 Kim, Adopted Territory 186.
339 SharpMiddle Brother 55.

340 |bid.
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meets a young Gabe for the first time—both weatiegsame orphanage garbs. The
Chorus puts a large white placard around his nettkvis written Korean namesaxy,
crossed out in red marker and his “new given” adeptame, Billy, written underneath.
When Korean adoptees are forced to renounce tloggatg names, they give up their
entire genealogy. Here, name, as a written formrdyaesents a person’s identity,
becomes an indicator for adoptees to inscribe tier adoptive culture and customs into
their new self; however, losing one’s birth namd aeritage only renders belonging
even more unattainable. Billy realizes that everugh they are not blood related, they
have been adopted together, and since, he saystj\adparents usually prefer adoptees
that are young and healthy, their situation is tsql€’ Billy’s fear of relinquishment and
non-belonging make him desperate to be accepteti@mbtructs Gabe to give up
speaking Korean, to only speak English, and eaf@mys they are given, even if bland
in taste. Acculturation signifies being a “good’oatee, but in order to assimilate in the
U.S. adoptees (as represented by Billy and Gabieeiplay) must negate all that which
summons language, taste, and memories of Korega stifidisciplining themselves into
belonging. The integration into American culturel arew given home that Billy feels
needs to occur is mirrored by his yearning for kinglGabe calls Billy by his Korean
name and Billy hastily hushes him up as if Gabd adaboo word. Language is a
cultural apparatus of producing, reproducing, agxdetbping one’s self in a literate
society; however, this act of being obligated tquae a language skill for one’s
identification can be read as compulsory force rrggaadoptees’ tongues to endow them
with a brand new label: American. Billy internalizhhis unavoidable need to be an

American speaker and constraints his Korean adeptiother to abandon not only his
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Korean language but also his desire for Korean.fdbis scene expresses how the
mother tongue and the actual palatal tongue retat&breanness are relegated to the
Americanness of the English language and “tastehas®rican food. The scene also
exposes an invisible hostility, treating their lival position as a malleable platform to
mold their body and language from being a Koreapetmoming an American.

Billy’s return journey is filled with unexpected stiacles in language and culture
that make him realize that he will never be abltutly belong or be accepted in his birth
country; as Sharp states: “I think it’s this idbattyou want with every fiber of your
being to connect to these people, to this coubtryyou can’t.>*! In a market scene in
Seoul, Chorus members playing street vendors iyl that he is not blending in
because, after having lived in Korea for one ykarstill does not know how to speak the
language, not “even make one sentence in Kor&amifs inability to blend in comes to a
climax toward the end of the play. The queen inJib&eon Dynasty fantasy (Billy’s
imagined biological mother) tells Billy that if mecounts his entire tale he will be able to
take the throne; but Billy is unable to, becausedmnot speak Koredf’ Billy, who had
successfully self-disciplined into learning Amendanguage as a young boy, fails to re-
discipline himself to learn his birth country’s tarage and thus loses not only his proper
lineage to the royal family but also his sensealbbging as he finds himself relegated in
between the past and the present. The ending lgfBstory offers a somewhat

disheartening resolution, instead of the anticippdi@ppy and uplifting one, to reflect the

31 3harp, interview by author.
342 sharpMiddle Brother 27-8.

343 bid., 67.
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view of the search and reunion quest as part @hamiguous process that leaves many
adoptees in a state of non-belonging. No matter imaxeh Billy wants and tries to
belong, he will still remain an outsider.

Testimony and Witnessing

According to Oh, “international adoption is a gtof dualisms. Procedurally and
ideologically, Korean and international adoptioregied simultaneously at two levels:
the national and the individual, the public and phigate, the global and the
everyday.?** Lichwick and Chomet effectively restage internagibadoptees’ complex
bodily and emotional experiences of border-crosfngheir audiences and thus
destabilize the dualistic demarcations betweentSiiotea and the United States,
between lived experiences and constructed mytlisbatween reality and fiction.
Through their constant bodily transitions from gelbther, from present to past, from
one culture to another, these performers effegtigellapse such binaries and underline
the power of fluid transformation that their vemimg as Korean American women
adoptees enables them to accomplish.

Lichwick’s and Chomet'’s bodies are not only a theal medium for expressing
the fluidity of their multiple personifications batso perceptive interpreters of
transnational adoption experiences based on thirlife stories. As Esther Kim Lee
states about Asian American solo performers, “fbofathese performers, their physical
presence on stage was a statement on its own;enooutd dispute the authenticity and

realness of their bodies and personal histori&sThus, the solo performance element in

344 Oh, To Save the Children of Kore209.

343 | ee, A History of Asian American Theatr71.
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bothYellow DressandHow to Be a Korean Womas fundamental because the
performers’ bodies not only channel the chain andés marking their pre- and post-
adoption experiences, but also serve to make argiatements about these events and
practices in the coeval time of the performances \Féry personal and powerful nature of
their bodily statements about the politically amtturally embedded issue of adoption
allows audiences to experience a form of theattestimony, transforming the spectators
into witnesses to the complex gender and racigbtscthat underlie the liminal
experience of adoption from the adoptees’ pointiedv. Giving testimony is vital for
these two artists: their performances testify touhlidity of their experiences, rendering
them in image, motion, and sound so that they eashlared with others. As Lichwick
and Chomet testify to the traumas and entanglentdnitansnational adoption in public
and in performance, the impact of their testimagnhanced by the immediacy and
intimacy that can effectively be exercised in litieatre.

Chomet’s testifying works carry the hope and po&tof engendering empathy
in the witnessing spectators; particularly, audeemembers who themselves had
undergone a transnational adoption experienceaeattongly. When Chomet
performed her piece at the 2013 International Kiorkdoptee Associations (IKAA)
gathering, she was besieged by audience membersmther own words, were “crying
and so emotional and | just didn’t understand wegge would want to feel all that; but
especially adoptees said that it's articulatechenpilay, the inner life of the adoptees that
they don’t often talk about to their families aihét they often can't articulate to

themselves**° By becoming witnesses to Chomet’s lived experisnadoptee

348 Chomet, interview by author.
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spectators perceive their own experiences reflaatadstylized performance that
validates and values their unexpressed identitgy@lso come to understand that the
status quo of silence as acquiescence is nota sicat they are obligated to follow: they,
too, can express like Chomet and try to find hggéind closure as well.

For non-adoptee audiences, their conversion ifttwesses is essential to
engendering a critical understanding of the ematamd issues that transnational
adoption entails—a crucial step for enabling a ntam@plex and critical perception of
international adoption and for mobilizing suppant fedress. When asked what kind of
public impact she desired when performiigw to Be a Korean Woma@homet
answered: “just to change people’s idea about amlopnd just kind of crack open the
complexity about it#*’ She continued to specify, “the impact is just [fligping the
script. It's like having a person come into the theatrd thinking one thing and having
them leave and be like, | can never think aboust tipic the same way agaiff®In
addition, these performances draw attention tongesl for concrete policy changes. For
more than fifty years, South Korean governmentqgiesdi have been both pro-adoption
and hostile to adoptees and their biological faasjlthus, thousands of Koreans have not
found redress, even when victimized by unethicdl famudulent adoption agency
practices. Not only should the judicial system Sorme adoption practices more closely,

but there should be legislative change as weltjqadarly with regard to the legal status

347 Chomet, interview by author.

348 |bid.
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of single motheré?® Most importantly, South Korea should recognizelihigh rights of
adoptees, so as to stop the discrimination thenently face in the workforce and
educational system in South Korea. The United Stsheuld likewise ensure that the
citizenship rights of adoptees cannot be threatéyateportatiori>° Overall, there needs
to be consciousness-raising activities from allcewned to increase awareness and
sensitivity to the specific challenges faced bgirdcial adoptive families. Change must
occur not only in the courts but also in the heants minds of both South Korean and
North American people. Finally, as Korean Amerieailoptees are beginning to address
the abuses of the adoption business between Sautdakand the United States and
explore the tensions and trauma that mark thisanexperience, the international
adoption trade between China, Ethiopia, and otbenties with the United States still
awaits investigatioi>* and the voices of other international adopteesvaitng to be

heard to testify to their own adoption experienmestage.

349 See the petition to the Government of South Kdiaclaration Calling For An
Immediate End To The Industrial International AdoptSystem From South Korea,”
accessed April 21, 2018, https://koreanadoptiorsdatibn.wordpress.com/.

30 5ee Choe Sang-hun, “Deportation a ‘Death Sente¢ndktloptees After a Lifetime in
the U.S.,"New York Timesluly 2, 2017,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/02/world/asia/sekitihea-adoptions-phillip-clay-
adam-crapser.html.

%11n 2015 the top five countries sending childremh® United States for adoption were
(in descending order): China, Ethiopia, South Kpldaaine, and Uganda. For

discussion of the problems of adoption policy inr@h see Kay Ann Johnso@hina’s
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The personal is political. Second-wave feministeeha@ready acknowledged this
important message since the 1960s in the U.S. dnidual’s relationship with culture,
society, history, or other individuails mutually affected by a macroscopic structure of
the society and culture that the person resideSmna microcosmic level, taste, emotion,
behavior, habit, knowledge, and ways of thinkingreect to the political structure that
shapes the individual’s identity, position, and ex@nces. Korean adoptee

activist scholar Kim Stoker envisions this mutyabetween art and politicity in the

Hidden Children: Abandonment, Adoption, and the Hnr@osts of the One-Child Policy
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). Fobfematics of the adoption trade
between Ethiopia and the U.S., consider the systessiles of armed conflict, famine,
and diseases ravaging the African country and erplgamillions of children. Consider
also the abuses of this situation by U.S. ado@mices employees. See Anthony
Mitchell, “Ethiopia Puts Its Young Up For AdoptidriWashington Postlanuary 2, 2005,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2[1/02/ethiopia-puts-its-young-up-
for-adoption/5¢51dcc4-bef7-4020-a95b-cbf96cac99ii?term=.183ad8199706. See
“Four Employees of Adoption Services Provider Cledrgiith Conspiracy to Defraud the
United States in Connection with Ethiopia Operajdithe United States Department of
Justice February 11, 2014, accessed March 24, 2018,
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/four-employees-admpiservices-provider-charged-
conspiracy-defraud-united-states-connection. SseMirah Riben, “Adoption
Criminality and Corruption,Huffington PostJanuary 13, 2015, http://www.

huffingtonpost.com/mirah-riben/adoption-crimes-amdru_b_6467540.html.
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artistic expression of international adoption by #tloptee artistS? Stoker stresses the
activist feature of art that should be expandeaboldicity for social transformation and
sensitivity about social issues as a way of decoatshg the obsoleteness within
knowledge about international adoption and contitigaew knowledge. liYellow

Dress for example, uncovering Lichwick’s experiencecbfld molestation at the Korean
orphanage she was in is a formation of artivisnmiviher theatrical testimony. Her
personification of her child self brings out theue of sexual harassment against
children. The embodiment of her own child self ameimory recalls the state of being an
orphan that Lichwick, as an adoptee, once undermdmer lifetime. This memory is
summoned not just to theatricalize the horror apastice that happened to her in
childhood but to have the audience consider theesyatic adoption industry structure
between Korea and the U.S. and its hidden praofig®lating the rights of children. In
other words, Lichwick’s embodiment of the memorygbhanage life and sexual

molestation is her artivistic call to attentionuiojust activities.

%2 politicity is a term coined by Paulo Freire: “Riglity is nothing but the quality of
being political.” See Paulo Freire, Ana Maria A@aéjreire, and Walter de Olivejra
Pedagogy of SolidaritfNew York: Routledge, 2016), 31. By analyzing tsual works
by Mihee-Nathalie Lemoine and kate hers, Kim Stak#plds her argument that an
artistic product is a form of artivism, which rel®a cultural activist force within the
artistic narratives of international adoption. &m Stoker, “Beyond ldentity: Activism
in Korean Adoptee Art,Duksung Women'’s University Jourrgd (Seoul: Duksung

Women'’s University, 2005): 223-248.
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With regard to this idea of flipping the script,&8p stated in an interview: “I'm
really trying to have them think about what’s adljubappened to adoptees, and to do it
in a way it doesn’t feel it's being beaten over tigad with it. [...] That's why his name
is Billy and it's not me, it gives me that distariéé® Distancing himself from his own
memory by creating fictional characters based srahtobiographical experiences,
Sharp’s strategy envisions how adoptees can caggéic works in which the artists
themselves can laugh with audiences to be entedaind think about adoption without
being overly occupied about the rigid dualistic @ecations between being an adoptee
and an artist, between an actor and a playwrigitt tus between Billy and Sharp. Sharp
explains that adoptee art should not be surmiselgsautobiographical storytelling:

“we [adoptee artists] need to be able to make comsredoout adoption that are not based
entirely on fact. [...] That's what | want to havepp&n as an artist. [...] | want that side
to grow as well, but the art can’t just stay irsthlace where it's just biographicaf?

His birth search and reunion narrative incorpor#tescreation of an imagined Joseon
Dynasty world and navigates between the U.S. anmed& @resent and past, real and
imagined. By exercising his imagination freed frtra first-person narrative, Sharp
overcomes a factual representation of narratirdgpoumenting the adoptee experience
and shows a different position of adoptee art.

Middle Brotherdoes not explicitly exhibit a political messageaarintention to
raise awareness about sensitive issues surrouadomion; however, | believe that the

play definitely implies a veiled politicity througlihich audiences feel Billy’s frustration

#33harp, interview by author.

354 |bid.
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and anguish about his and his brother’s loss amdHeseeks a sense of justice,
especially in the repetition of a specific questBilty asks three times in three different
scenes. When Billy reunites with his biological theer in Korea for the first time, he asks
him: “Why didn’t you look for me?®° At the end of the flashback scene when Billy’s
brother was just found and transported to a BoysH, Billy asks: “Why didn’t our
parents look for him?” And in the following histoal fantasy scene when the royal court
figures realize that the older brother is missBidly yells: “Why didn’t you look for

him? He’s in Saint Andrew Kim’s Boys Home. It’s jume town over. Why didn’t you
look for him? Why didn’t you look for me%* This reiteration of why nobody tried to
find the missing boys puts forth the issue of Ktséack of a social safety system for
children and Korean society’s ready acceptancasifgiving up “lost” children to

orphanages as waiting stations for possible pliéiteransnational adoptioni’ In this

355 SharpMiddle Brother 31.

%% |bid., 40.

%7 Since the 1990s there has been an effort to deetba number of children and infants
put up for adoption outside of Korea through the afpublic advertisement encouraging
domestic adoption, and through social welfare stfpo unwed, single, and/or teenage
mothers and poor/working-class families. With ingtonal support, concepts of kinship
and citizenship should change to a more inclusigediverse formation beyond a society
obsessed with the normalization of family-orienteldod-related, and genealogically-
proven structures. For more information on criticssabout normatized Korean family
structure and government policy, see Hee-kyoung, Siitange Normal Familyo| st

MAtE, esanghan jeongsang gajalSeoul: Dongasia, 2018).
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sense, the cloaked politicity alluded to throughk tecurrence of the questions alerts
audiences about Korean society that lost both breth

Scrutinizing “the relation between emotions andj(stice, as a way of rethinking
what it is that emotions d&>® Sara Ahmed conceptualizes restorative justice mtias
allowed the return of ‘emotions’ to the scene afice in a way that is about dealing with
the complex effects of injustice on social lifeves| as individual lives*°In an
interview, Sharp said that his goal fdrddle Brotherwas to have people gain an
understanding of what it feelike to be separated from their own family whes ot
their choice and to depict the confused feelithgd adoptees have when they go back to
Korea where they feg¢hey should belong but are not fully accept®drhat is, theatrical
art, a representational art form which invites auades to be, think, and feel together in
an actual space, in this play conveys the neekt® Korean adoption as a personal as
well as a political issue. The repeated questinribe play sound an alarm for a Korean
society in which child labor and transnational adopwere justified because of poverty
and inequality that an economic progress-drivemespas a whole could not accept. As a
way of seeking a remedy to cure the wounded paBillgfand his brothers, Sharp
repeats these questions to give a feeling of usgenaudiences, and Korean society at
large, about the need to answer for justice to rise

In an email interview withiKoreAm Sharp answers the question about his plans to

stageMiddle Brotheroutside of Minnesota, saying that “the eventuall goto tour the

38 Sara AhmedThe Cultural Politics of EmotiofNew York: Routledge, 2004), 191.
%9 bid., 197.

30 Sharp, interview by author.
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play in South Korea. And not as a charity projeataise awareness about international
adoption. | hope that is one of the byproducts thetreal reason is that as an actor and
playwright, | want to be paid to do something inr&, besides teaching Englisti*His
goal is not just a dream but a project that heble@sn working ori®? This ongoing project
of staging this play in Korea would allow Billy fod an answer to those repeated and
unanswered questions with a Korean audience. With@ng a consciousness-raising
activity, Middle Brotherwould offer Korean audiences a chance to thinluatie
interdependent relationship between transnatichapbion, the Korean capitalistic
society, and its contemporary history seen thraughrtistic imagination that
incorporates actual liminal experiences of the &elpertaining to race, class, gender,
citizenship, kinship, and belonging. Through thgvestic imagination of his plaiiddle
Brotherfrom an adoptee’s point of view, Sharp will beeatd bring to Korea an
empathetic understanding of the Korean Americamstrational adoption experience and

the reality of adoptees’ “homecoming” across terapand spatial borders.

31 Eric Sharp interview by Reera Yoo, “Eric Sharp Wsaon His Personal Adoptee
Experiences for Debut Play ‘Middle BrotherKbreAm September 5, 2014,
http://kore.am/eric-sharp-draws-on-his-personalggele-experiences-for-debut-play-
middle-brother/KoreAmis an online hub composed of pertinent news @l videos
focusing on Asian America, with subjects rangiranirpopular culture and political
issues to sports and communities. See http://kove.a

%2 The U.S.-based Korean playwright Hansol Jung, ehdayAmong the Dead
premiered in New York in 2016 produced by the MaF¥ieater Company, translated

Middle Brotherinto Korean.
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Ahmed emphasizes that “justice involves feelingsicw move us across the
surfaces of the world, creating ripples in themate contours of our lives. Where we go,
with these feelings, remains an open questiBhAt the very end of the play, Young-
Nam tells Billy that none of their family membengee told him that Billy had been
relinquished, and that they destroyed all tracasrof “All your pictures. All your
clothes. Vanished®®* In answer to his repeated questions about Bidigappearance,
they would avoid looking at Young-Nam and just ##at Billy was “in a better place®
In this trans-Pacific-scape between Korea and thiged States imagined on stage, the
ending of the play, with its unsatisfying answeouatBilly’s questions and unachieved
sense of justice, leaves the audiences both i#8eand in Korea with open questions
about Billy’s and other adoptees’ past, preserd,fature after their birth search and
reunion with their biological family. As the lightade out on the stage the open-ended
guestions are now brought to light for us to answeour side of the story.

Conclusion

Lichwick’s Yellow DressChomet’sHow to Be a Korean Womaand Sharp’s
Middle Brothernot only provide a more complex picture of inte¢imi@al adoption and
becoming part of the Korean diaspora, but theyadfsan the adoptees’ perspective,
giving voice to their own and other adoptees’ eigeres. In their performances,
adoptees are no longer the objects of nationalogézs and international transactions

but become the subjects and authors of their oanestand liminal experiences. In this

363 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotiqr202.
364 .
SharpMiddle Brother 68.

365 |bid.
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manner, the three artists open up a realm of alitiscussion of what it means to be an
international adoptee of color in the U.S. and wdsadects of international adoption
practices should be reexamined on the basis afshared but different experience and
knowledge. Chomet emphasizes that dramatic ficiwhperformative testimony about
transnational adoption “not only has the greatiesyghat’s interesting for people to hear
but has the story that will actually liberate yd&>In these Korean American adoptees’
autobiographical stories of transnational adoptpatformance itself becomes an
epistemological, ethical, political, diasporic attresistance and transformation for

international adoptees and audiences to find @athreconciliatior®’

366 Chomet, interview by author.

37 see “Position StatemenfTtuth and Reconciliation for the Adoption Community
Korea, accessed June 11, 2017,
https://justicespeaking.wordpress.com/objective%BBI%A9%EC%A0%81/position-

statement.
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CONCLUSION

In 2011 and 2012, the K-pop singer Psy’s song ‘@Bam Style” spread over the
entire world. “Gangnam Style” hit an unprecederded billion views on YouTube and
popularized worldwide the notion of Korean chiceThusic video also renewed interest
in South Korea’'#Hallyu (stz), a wave of influence of Korean media products tha
extended throughout Asian and Western countffésnder the Korean Wave, not only
South Korean popular cultural products such as K4oad TV dramas but also tangible
products such as cosmetics and food have sweptdtbe world, gaining in popularity.
In New York City, the 2017 Off-Broadway musida@POP, written by Korean diasporic
playwright Jason Kim, received much media attentgonts spectacular production,

glamorous K-pop dances and enthralling music ifmanersive setting®® The musical

368 See Suk-Young Kim's recent publicatidtxpop Live: Fans, Idols, and Multimedia
PerformancgStanford: Stanford University Press, 20183]lyu 2.0: The Korean Wave
in the Age of Social Mediads. Sangjoon Lee and Abé Mark Nornes (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 20159)he Korean Popular Culture Readeds. Kyung
Hyun Kim and Youngmin Choe (Durham: Duke Universiess, 2014).

369« POP’ Hits Off Broadway,”New Yorker September 4, 2017,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/09/04/kpap-off-broadway; Ben
Brantley, “KPOP’ Sings and Dances Its Way ThroagbDivided Culture,'New York
Times September 22, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/209/22/theater/kpop-musical-

review.html; Sara HoldrenKPOP Is Gangnam Style With Substance Beneattulture,
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digs deep inside the K-pop industry, which atritseption was constructed within the
cultural boundaries of Korea and after achievirtgnmational success redefined its
identity by repositioning itself somewhere in betwelorea, Asia, and the global. The
staging ofKPOP, as it moves actors and audiences through roomsmtevels of a loft
theatre space, raises critical issues about ndisomecommercialism, the exploitative use
of the body (plastic surgery, weight and birth cohtcosmetic obsession, prescription
drug abuse) underneath the dazzling fagcade of thefKstar-making system. Although
the musical focuses on the K-pop industry and gsmanisms, this play is closely
connected to Korean diasporic art’s interrogatibtransnational dis/association with
Korean culture and ideas regarding race, gendamijcgty, and nationality. It is in this
regard that Korean diasporic performances, su¢tP&3P, remap social constructions
and reformulate identities that are part of diagpexperiences of liminal belonging.

Theater and performance are two engaging and dongpeays of understanding
what the Korean diaspora is, what has driven K@ ¢arive outside their “homeland,”
and what sometimes urges them to return thereniffeetheater and performance works
discussed in this dissertation are manifestatidisi® transnational mobility and identity
that the Korean diaspora embodies. However, amaythie performances accomplishes a
great deal more: we are presented with a uniqusppetive on the diaspora’s

experiences of liminal belonging in the U.S. Moregwve begin to see how diasporic

September 22, 2017, http://www.vulture.com/201 AiHter-review-kpop-is-gangnam-
style-with-substance-beneath.html; Oliva ClemeWthat Do Critics Think of KPOP
Off-Broadway,”Playbill, September 25, 2017, http://www.playbill.com/dele/hat-do-

critics-think-of-kpop-off-broadway.
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entities and communities claim identities, challestereotypes, and contest the notions
of flexible transnationality, kinship, citizenshgnd nationality.

As an interdisciplinary exploration that borrowesthbconstructs and
methodological approaches from Theater and Perfocen&tudies, Women’s Studies,
Critical Adoption Studies, Korean Studies, and Asfanerican Studies, this dissertation
has provided insights about the Korean diasporahwvhiike many other diasporas—
exists and functions in an environment of contetaethal belonging. Korean diasporic
identity is created at the complex intersectionsaog, class, gender, sexuality, and
molded by systematic oppression. The performantalyzed here thus open a window
onto a more nuanced view of society, communitytolnys and memory and what
meaning these institutions or constructs have widmd beyond twenty-first-century
North America. In view of the above and because bemof any diaspora will seek to
define their own identities, any description ofgiaric identity willbe one of
multiplicity and diversity, not homogenized sterguds. This exploration of the theater
and performances of the Korean diaspora therefiteesahe idea that while diaspora
may be a by-product of the forces of globalizatibrg potentially that globalization’s
strongest antidote. Diasporic people may be digplalut they bring with them the
knowledge of their transnational liminal experienhteat often bestows on them greater
perception about their hostland and “homeland” uteir new outsider-within status.
As the conveyors of change, the artists of thepdiessare able to express this perception
through their experiences and bring about a neverstanding of our world from their

vantage point.
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This research examined the performances of theafad@&aspora in three parts:
Korean diasporic family and the meaning of a hoplefune as a site of liminal
belonging; Korean diasporic woman’s body whosenahguality diversifies the idea of
belonging in terms of ethnicity, sexuality, spigtily, and spatiality, and imagines a
utopic community; and Korean adoptees’ embodiméttiar liminal experiences in
their pre- and post-transnational adoption staraaplicating the position of the Korean
diaspora and its belonging of race, gender, ctasaenship, and kinship.

In Chapter 1, | argued that the home of the Koiaspora imagined in the three
plays becomes a space that intersects with histacg, and culture, thus engendering a
liminal belonging. The concept of liminal belongiag a configuration of the Korean
diaspora in the theatrical works not only problemes the limitation of duality of the
Korean diaspora—to be either Korean or American—atga reveals a sense of
becoming. In the three family plays, the embodingéri€orean cultural experiences
transforms the home into a trans-historical, irsteial, and cross-cultural space. This
polymorphous structure of Korean diasporic homedgaesses the boundaries of
belonging and memories and nullifies the fantasthefAmerican dream and model
minority myth but still disseminates a sense oféhfipy the Korean diasporic families.

In Chapter 2, | analyzed how the three Korean wopeformance artists use
their bodies to de-territorialize heteronormatigendered, racialized and/or capitalized
compositions of ethnic and sexual, spiritual amatigpbelonging perpetuated by the
normalization of myths in the U.S. Furthermoreoptlgh the three different venues of
stand-up comedy, ritual-performance, and photograghieir diversified performances of

the Korean diaspora re-territorialize a utopic camity of belonging.
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In the last chapter, my analysis of the autobiplgieal theater works engaged
with the adoptee artists’ own birth search and icuwith their biological families in
Korea. | argued that the adoptee artists’ perfograrf their own encounters with
Korean culture, their biological family, and thpast and present, disclose the
complicated scope and meanings of race, gendes,dmship, citizenship, and
belonging for the Korean diaspora both in the @&l in Korea. These represented and
imagined experiences of adoption stories arahe¢ssential representation of Korean
adoptees as a whole; however, these theatrical @mbats are significant. The
childhood stories unveil how hegemonic racial aladsideology have been inscribed on
the bodies of orphans/lost children in Korea anéadoptees’ bodies in the U.S. Gender
becomes another unexpected force that attempéshape an adoptee’s identity during
her birth search and reunion, illustrating how fevaloptees’ experiences in Korea
differ from those of male adoptees. The embodimehksorean adoptees’ liminal
experiences of birth search and reunion in Korea #xpose the complex process of
becoming a Korean diaspora as both the U.S. and&Kmiark their bodies and language
with ethnic, race, gender, and class inscriptidrisetonging.

This study of nine Korean diasporic artists fpstsents an opportunity to
generatenewinsight about liminal belonging for the Koreangparic imagination in
terms of spatial and cultural relationships infdmaily, of the Korean female body in
performance, and in the birth search and reunioratizes of Korean transnational
adoptees. Second, their works destabilize theduningind limiting view of Korean
families as being either Americanized or traditibpnKorean, of Korean women being

either Western or “Oriental,” and Korean adopteebeaing in between American and
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Korean. Third, these works reveal the complexityhef Korean diaspora’s
dis/associating and dis/identifying experiencegl).S. immigration history, the
transnational adoption connection between the &h8.Korea, and the diaspora’s
cultural significances, challenges, and potentials.

Korean diasporic theater and performance artetg lexisted in many locations
throughout several historical time periods and esped themselves via many different
genres but their works (aside from a few intermedlly renowned artists like Nam June
Paik) were not really taken into account in Kodéavas therefore gratifying for me to
witness this previously unseen interest in thegreréince of the Korean diaspora when
the National Theater Company of Korea (NTCK) staigeHeoul five plays by Korean
diasporic playwrights in June and July 2017. Inesp conference, the artistic director,
Kim Yun-cheol, mentioned that NTCK wanted to expl@sues of the Korean diaspora
and specifically in what ways diasporic Koreansirgtrelinquish, or reform their
identity. The five plays that were performed in@dd&ong of the Dragons Flying to
Heaven(2006) by Young Jean Le€&his Isn't Romancé009) by British Korean adoptee
In-sook Chappell, Mia Chungou For Me For Yo2012), Ins Choi'Kim’s
Conveniencé2011), andAubergineby Julia Chd’®| attended and was thrilled to see
two productionsyYou For Me For YoandKim’s Conveniencedirected and performed

by Koreans’* The subject matters expressed in the five plagsiaerse: racism in the

379 Min-sik Yoon, “Contemporary plays examine Koreaasgpora,”Korea Herald June
5, 2017, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=21B04000160.
371 The productions revealed two critical issues figirig to the theater-making process

when producing an English speaking play in whiadharacter speaks English with a
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U.S., Korean international adoption, immigrant fiiesiin Canada and the U.S, and the
life of a North Korean defector. This last topicsaexplored inYou For Me For Youa
play that imagined the liminal experiences of atN&torean female in South Korea and
the United Statesdannah and the Dread Gazef2017), written by Korean diasporic
playwright Jiehae Park, is another play that cibateimagined North Korea in dealing
with diasporic experiences of a Korean Americanifiarithis new play depicts a Korean
grandmother and her descendants in the U.S. induter granddaughter, Hannah. The
premise of the story is the grandmother’s suppgs&tide by jumping from a senior care
facility located adjacent to the Demilitarized ZqpMZ) between South Korea and
North Korea. The play follows the Korean Americamily’s trip to Korea to retrieve her
body. The play was first staged at the Oregon S¥are Festival in 20272 These two
plays indicate a present shift in Korean and Komiasporic identity.

Throughout all of 2017, the news about Korea iatid escalating tension
between North Korea and the U.S. and even the lpbigsof a nuclear war. In the
beginning of 2018, news from the Korean peninsuld.iS. media spoke of a thawing out
between South and North Korea just before the ZyifingChang Winter Olympics.

The expectation was that North Korea’s participatiothe Olympic Games would

Korean accent. First, the importance of translainglish to Korean for theatrical
representations; and second, the skin color foraders of color, particularly in the
practice of blackface. The fact that the five playse all from English speaking
countries (the United States, Canada, and the tUHKitegdom) showed the need for a
more diverse perspective about the Korean diagpdtee realm of Korean theater.

372 Jiehae Parkdannah and the Dread Gazelidew York: Samuel French, 2017).
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subsequently lead to a military summit and evemtar-Korean summit over the issue of
the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula. psoaisional Korean diasporic person
who has stayed in the U.S. for almost eight ydakss heartened by the news about the
restart of the hotline between South Korea andiNKdrea, a ray of hope within the
gloomy neo-exclusion and warmongering narrativenuigated by the leader of my
hostland. When attempting to configure the Koreiaspbra in theater, performance, and
art in general, the boundaries that demarcate ma#éigh and default to exclusion should
always be under scrutiny and under constructianane inclusive and diverse ways. The
configuration of the Korean diaspora in art asfmmshould not be delegated to politicians
(and certainly not to non-Korean politicians attjiaut should be entrusted to the people
of Korea, and principally to all those that havatsered or been forced to scatter all over
the world since the colonization of the entire Korg@eninsula by Japanese imperial
forces at the beginning of the twentieth Century.

This dissertation’s investigation of the artisiqression of the construction,
diversification, and complication of liminal belang of the Korean diaspora in the U.S.
attempts to cultivate ways of understanding humabilty, transnational flow and
identity, and the equal rights of minority, womehijldren, and forced diaspora
embedded within the selected case studies. Thasdisn of the performances of the
Korean diaspora in this study presents an epistagical and ethnographic imagination
that embodies the transcultural experience andpaific identity based on the concept
of liminal belonging. There are myriad shades efklorean diaspora; this research sheds
light on a few with the hope that the study of fetperformances of the Korean diaspora

will not be limited by an arbitrary line in the gnad. As shifts in geopolitical power
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impact the Korean Peninsula and its neighboringpnat the future performances of the
Korean diaspora will undoubtedly reflect the chantiat will come about. One can only
wish that a reunification of the two Koreas wiliray forth new performances of the
Korean diaspora not only from the South and thelNbut from the many different
countries where Koreans have dispersed to for ithare a century. With an estimated
seven million Koreans living abroad, the equivaleinten percent of the total Korean
peninsula population, Korea’'s experiences of magsation have not yet been fully
brought to light”® In a new era of hopefully longstanding recondiiat |

wholeheartedly believe that sharing memories ap@eances of home, community,
journeys, and new hostlands through theater arfdmpgance can generate a critical and

creative dialogue on the liminal belonging of ther&n diaspora.

373 Kim, Transnational Migration, Media and Identity of AsisVomen21.
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