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Abstract 
 
 

Vignettes of Identity:  
A photographic analysis of the Koryo Saram, 1932-1941 

 

 

 

Lisa Sangmi Min, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 
Supervisor: Gilbert C. Rappaport 

 

The identity of the Koreans of the former Soviet Union has been shaped by a variety 
of factors, not the least of which was a long period of Soviet rule. Most frequently 
referred to as Koryo Saram in the region, they are distinctive in that they embody a 
mélange of Korean, Russian, Soviet and Central Asian characteristics. At first 
promoted as one of the many national minorities under the affirmative action-like 
Soviet nationalities policy, changes in the political sphere under Stalin ultimately led 
to their deportation to Central Asia in 1937. The Koryo Saram were subject to a 
variety of pressures at the hands of the state apparatus, including a complex and 
often contradictory nationalities policy, which often dictated that the they 
simultaneously assume a Korean and Soviet identity. This fact is most vividly 
displayed in the photographs of the period, which serve as historical documents that 
preserved these internal conflicts. This thesis examines not only the schism between 
the party rhetoric and the visual presentation of rhetoric from 1932 to 1941, but also 
the construction of Soviet Korean identity within this context.  
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Introduction 

 

 

 

Of the many photographs of ethnic minorities produced over the 

course of Soviet rule, those produced during the Stalinist era 

are invaluable in documenting the development of new policies 

concerning nationalities and for constructing a total view of 

reality. During this period, Soviet nationalities policy shifted 

from the promotion of a distinctive national identity and national self-consciousness 

for its non-Russian populations to a discourse of Russian chauvinism and Soviet 

nationalism. I argue that it was through this process of sovietization1 that ethnic 

minorities in the Soviet Union faced a ritualistic transformation of their ethnic 

identity. In this thesis, I consider the role of the photographic image in this 

transformative process during the volatile and violent Soviet Union of the High 

Stalinist 1930s. As the word "vignette" in the title of this work suggests, where the 

corners of a portrait are darkened into the background to the point that it becomes 

                                                
1 Sovietization, as defined by Craig Campbell, is a kind of culture shaping, a sustained and pervasive 
campaign to alter the culture of indigenous peoples and to help them reach a level of socio-
evolutionary equality with their Russian comrades. See Campbell, Agitating Images, p. 6. 
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somewhat difficult to distinguish photo from edge, I ascribe a similar process to the 

reshaping of ethnic identity against the backdrop of the Soviet milieu. Much like this 

photographic effect, ethnic identity coalesced into the larger domain of Soviet identity 

when the process of sovietization was complete.  

As a case study for the proposed work, I examine fourteen photographs of the 

Koryo Saram,2 or Koreans of the former Soviet Union, taken between 1932-1941. As 

sources for the photographs, the following periodicals were used: USSR in 

Construction and Sovetskoe Foto (Soviet Photo). In addition to this, three secondary 

sources were used: Fotoletopis: Koreitsev Kazakhstana (Photo Chronicle of the 

Koreans of Kazakhstan), Sajin uro io Kanun Chuok: Uzbekistan Koryoin 70-yon 

(Memories Bridged by Photographs: Uzbekistan’s Koryo Saram 70 years) and 

Koreisty Kazakhstana: Illostrirovannaya Istoria (The Koreans of Kazakhstan: An 

Illustrated History).3 There are two goals that I hope to accomplish with this study. 

First, I aim to contextualize the photographs of the Koryo Saram that have yet to be 

considered by scholars of Soviet deportation and diaspora studies. Second, I aim to 

                                                
2 According to German N. Kim, Koryo Saram has become the preferred term when referring to Koreans 
of the former Soviet Union, as opposed to the term Soviet Korean. According to Chey, the label “Soviet 
Korean” emphasizes Soviet [my italics] commitment to its nationalities policy. See Chey, Soviet 
Koreans and their culture in the USSR, p. 61. For the purposes of this thesis, Korean and Koryo 
Saram will be used interchangeably. 
 
3 As Margarita Tupitsyn argues, unofficial photographic practices were virtually non-existent during the 
Stalinist period. See Tupitsyn, Against the Camera, for the Photographic Archive, p. 58. Therefore, I 
consider photographs reproduced in secondary sources a relevant part of this study. An excerpt from 
the Encyclopedia of Soviet Law further supports the legitimacy of this position as it states that police 
permission was required for "any machinery or apparatus for graphic reproduction" See (Feldbrugge, 
Van Den Berg, and Simons 1985, 594). In addition, photographic equipment was reserved for 
newspaper staff that were "politically trained, reliable journalists," most of who were Party members 
"bound by discipline to carry out Party instructions." See Feldbrugge, et al. p. 342. 
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highlight how these photographs embody State policies of the 1930s—what they 

reveal vis-à-vis nationalities policy, socialist realism and the unique aspects of 

photography during the 1930s—and how this may have contributed to the shaping of 

Koryo Saram identity. Through this analysis, I hope to build a framework not only for 

the photographic interpretation of Koryo Saram images, but more importantly, for 

understanding the politics of representation on a broader scale that can be relevant 

for the study of ethnic minorities in general. 

With its central role in mass communication and teleological edge, 

photography is an appealing source to examine given the specified timeline. 

Furthermore, photography, with low production costs and the capacity for mass 

reproduction, was the perfect medium to accompany text in the periodical press. For 

most of the people living in the far reaches of the Soviet Union, periodicals were the 

only source of cultural and political information (Romanenko 2010, 29). Hence, the 

Soviet press played an important role in terms of "implementing the will of the Party 

speaking to the masses immediately and continuously" (Feldbrugge, Van Den Berg, 

and Simons 1985, 342). It is as if the development of Soviet ideology and 

photomechanical reproduction overlapped in such a way that the development of one 

could not have been possible to the extent it was without the other. The Soviet State 

had the perfect pedagogical tool in promoting its policies. 

I will, of course, bear in mind that official photography from this era is not so 

much a historical record of lived experience, but rather a “representation of a 

representation” of the reality of Soviet life as constructed by socialist realism. This is 
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critical to note because “photographs carry more credibility than other kinds of 

images” and especially require careful interpretation, for they can be misread when 

examined within a de-contextualized framework (Barrett 2006, 125). When speaking 

of photography within specific social and institutional contexts, John Tagg put it best: 

Photographs are not ideas. They are material items produced by a certain 
elaborate mode of production and distributed, circulated and consumed 
within a given set of social relations; images made meaningful and 
understood within the very relations of their production and sited within a 
wider ideological complex which must, in turn, be related to the practical and 
social problems which sustain and shape it (1988, 188). 
 

It is with this approach that I hope to extract meaning from the photographs selected 

for this study. 

 Several factors piqued my interest in the photographic images of the Koryo 

Saram in particular. My personal interest in photography, of course, was the primary 

impetus that moved me toward the analysis of photographic images. Then, my 

interest in Soviet deportations, Koryo Saram history and socialist realism organically 

linked with photography, culminating in the approach presented here. 

 Another factor that brings me to this case study is the Koreans’ central role in 

the systematization of Soviet deportation campaigns. Koreans were the first ethnic 

group in the Soviet Union to experience deportation en masse. In fact, Otto Pohl 

argues that it was the success of the Korean deportation in 1937 that set a 

precedent for the deportation of other ethnic groups (Finns, Germans, Karachays, 

Kalmyks, Chechens, Ingush, Balkars, Crimean Tatars) during World War II (1999, 19). 

I therefore see this population as a critical study that links policy with photographic 

representation. Having a framework with which to “read” photographs of Soviet 
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ethnic minorities provides a window into the policies of the deportation era. 

Lastly, much of the progress that has been made in the scholarship of Soviet 

nationalities policy and the Stalin era deportations since the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union has been one-sided. Namely, it has focused primarily on the textual historical 

record. In the Korean case, many scholars have deepened our knowledge of the 

historiography as German Kim outlines in the introduction of Koryo Saram: Koreans 

in the former USSR. In the field of Koryo Saram studies, the 1937 Korean 

deportation, pre-deportation history, the Korean anti-Japanese independence 

movement and the Korean communist movement, have been among the most 

researched topics (2001, R8-9). But no study explores the role of visual history in the 

context of our current understanding of Soviet nationalities policy and the 

implications it may have on how we understand this segment of Soviet history. 

Photographs, like official documents, are historical artifacts that may shed light on 

our current understanding of the historical record. Kim challenges scholars to use the 

“largely untapped archival resources of the period in both Russian and Korean” 

(2001, R9). In the same vein, I argue that the visual record must be considered 

alongside the textual. Filmmaker David Chung has already begun the exploration of 

the visual archives with his documentary film Koryo Saram: The Unreliable People. 

Continuing down the path less traveled, this thesis aims to include photography in 

the study of Koryo Saram, in hopes of redirecting some of the scholarly attention to 

visual culture and its implications on policy, both past and present. 
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 This work consists of four parts, beginning with a historical overview of the 

Koreans in the Russian and Soviet Far East and Soviet Kazakhstan (Part I). From 

here, I continue with a sketch of Soviet nationalities policy (Part II), then move 

forward to a discussion of photography as a teleological tool (Part III). Each chapter 

serves as pieces of the foundation on which the central points of the thesis are built. 

I then present my analysis of the photographs of Koryo Saram from 1932 to 1941 

(Part IV). Finally, I conclude with remarks on the relevance of combining visual history 

with textual history in the study of identity construction. 
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Part I .  A Panorama of Koryo Saram  History in Three Phases 

 

Phase One: Russian Far East, 1860-1917 

Initial Korean migration to Russian territory began as a result of the Treaty of Peking 

with China in 1860. The Russian empire acquired roughly 350,000 square miles 

between the Ussuri and Amur Rivers and the Pacific Ocean. This area was first 

incorporated into the Maritime Province then was later joined with the Amur and 

Transbaikal Provinces to form the Priamurskii Krai (Wada 1987, 25). This acquisition 

put Russia at the “back door of Korea, and this new geographic proximity prompted 

the development of relations between the two countries” (Chey 1987, 62). 

Subsequently, Korean immigration to Russia came in several waves beginning in 

1863 and lasting through the mid-1920s. According to German Kim, drought, famine, 

exploitation by the ruling class, lack of landownership and the Japanese occupation 

of Korea in 1910, were all factors that led many Koreans to migrate to Russia 

(German Kim 2003, 24). 
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At first, the Tsarist regime made concessions such as tax exemptions and land 

grants to attract immigrants to develop the sparsely populated area (Suh 1987, 4). 

Since Koreans provided cheap labor, working primarily as farmers, the regional 

administration was tolerant of their presence (Chey 1987, 62). In 1872, the first 

Korean village of Blagoslovennoe was formed along the Samarka river (ibid.). But, as 

Alexander Diener points out, this kind of tolerance soon dissipated as a result of new 

policies encouraging the movement of ethnic Russians to the region during the 

Map 1:  Primorski Krai (Maritime Province) in the Soviet Far East. 

(North Korea) 

(Sea of Japan) 

 

(Vladivostok) 

 

(Pos’et) 

 (China) 

(Jewish Autonomous Region) 

(Khbarovsk Province) 
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1880s and 1890s (2006, 204). Since the Tsarist regime was ambivalent on how to 

handle the growing Korean population, policy decisions were largely dependent on 

the discretion of local administrators (Chey 1987, 63). Depending on the personal 

attitude of the governor general at the time, both harsh and liberal policies were 

passed in regard to Korean attainment of citizenship and land. (Wada 1987, 25-31). 

The period leading up to the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905) saw the development 

of “a discourse of distrust and enmity” as the paranoia and fear of “yellow 

colonization” began to emerge in the region (Diener 2006, 205) As a result of these 

factors, the majority of Koreans remained landless. With racism and insecurity 

brewing in the region, Koreans naturally began to seek an alternative solution to 

settle questions of citizenship and land. 

 

Phase Two: Soviet Far East, 1917-1937 

The October 1917 Bolshevik Revolution marked a turning point not only for the 

communist movement in Russia but also for the Koreans in the now Soviet Far East. 

After years of discrimination, Koreans welcomed Bolshevism as a "healthy change" 

from the racist and discriminatory policies of the Tsars (Diener 2006, 205). In fact, 

they “regarded the Soviets as defenders of the rights and freedom of all oppressed 

peoples” (German N. Kim 2001, R24). 

Koreans actively participated in partisan activities and the majority supported 

the Bolshevik cause as a way to improve or settle the land question (Chey 1987, 64). 

But Koreans were above all motivated by their “desire to liberate their occupied 
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homeland” (German N. Kim 2001, R24). The revolution, however, did not 

immediately improve their situation. It was not until 1923 that the Soviet regime 

“began to regulate land dispersal among the peasants” (ibid.). And not coincidentally, 

this was the same year that the Soviet State began formulating nationalities policy. In 

line with this, the first Soviet Korean newspaper Vanguard (선봉)4 was founded in 

Vladivostok in 1923.   

The possibility of a Korean autonomous oblast became a part of the discourse 

in 1924, when the Comintern’s Eastern Department petitioned the Soviet 

government (Martin 2001, 317). Martin underscores the fact that “Korean autonomy 

was extremely popular among Soviet Koreans, especially communists and 

Komosomol, according to OGPU (State Political Police) reports (ibid.). But by 1925, 

the proposal was rejected for “the Soviet leadership felt politically and militarily weak 

in the Far East” and concern over “Japanese influence over the Soviet Korean 

population” was growing (ibid.).  

By 1925 a majority of the Koreans in the primary areas of settlement received 

Soviet citizenship, though questions of land possession were still not resolved (Gelb 

1995, 392). In 1926 the central government created a Korean National district 

(Pos’et raion) and approved Korean as the language of administration. Korean was 

also accessible in other districts and village soviets so that citizens could have 

access to civil and municipal services in their own language (Gelb 1995, 395). 

                                                
4 Vanguard was initially titled The First of March but the title was changed to Vanguard at the end of 
1923. It was published in Vladivostok from 1923-1937.  
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During the mid-1920s and early 1930s, after the adoption of the Soviet 

nationalities policy of korenizatsiia,5 Koreans enjoyed relative cultural autonomy. 

Korean journals, newspapers, schools, technical colleges, hospitals, libraries and 

even theaters were established, and culture flourished (Gelb 1995, 396). In the 

political sphere, Koreans were “systematically promoted into the far eastern 

bureaucracy” (Martin 2001, 318). Martin pointedly argues that this policy line 

“presented Koreans as a model Soviet national minority to be poignantly and publicly 

contrasted with the wretched Koreans living under Japanese colonial occupation” 

(ibid.). I argue that is unmistakably archived in the photographic record. 

In the 1920s the agricultural economy was also vibrant, productivity being two 

or three times higher than that of neighboring Russians (ibid.). Koreans not only 

cultivated rice but also introduced crops such as barley, beans, corn, while some 

worked in the fishing and lumber industries (Gelb 1995, 392).6 “But even with this 

seeming prosperity, most Koreans remained tenant farmers. Therefore when 

collectivization began to threaten the kulak population with the onset of Stalin's first 

Five-year Plan, Koreans were comparatively “less hostile to collectivization” than 

                                                
5 Literally translates to “putting down roots” or “rooting” but refers to the promotion of titular 
nationalities within the Soviet Union in the 1920s and early 1930s. Terry Martin uses the translation 
“indigenization” and likens korenizatsiia to the affirmative action policy adopted by the United States. 
In addition, Martin attributes four central elements of korenizatsiia: national culture, national 
territories, national languages and the creation of national elites. See Martin, Affirmative Action 
Empire, p. 182. 

6 According to Songmoo Kho, Koreans started to cultivate rice in the Maritime Region more or less 
regularly between 1905 and 1913. See Kho, Koreans in Soviet Central Asia, p. 71. 
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other nationalities, since the formation of kolkhozes meant a chance to gain access 

to land (ibid.).  

At the same time that Koreans enjoyed some improvements from the change 

in political regime, they experienced hostility due to their settlement in a border 

region. Echoing policy during the Tsarist era, Koreans were viewed “with suspicion 

because of their ethnic and family ties to areas under Japanese control, the fear 

attributed to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and from the loss of the 

Russo-Japanese War in 1905 (Pohl 1999, 10). Michael Gelb argues that much like 

their tsarist predecessors, “communist officials understood Koreans to be natural 

allies against Japanese imperialism, but nonetheless remained suspicious of them 

as Asians” (Gelb 1995, 394). After all, NKVD officers were “unable to distinguish on 

sight a Japanese spy from a Soviet Korean or a native Siberian," only making matters 

worse for xenophobic Russians (Gelb 1995, 397). 

The situation was not helped by the fact that in some regions, Koreans 

composed nearly half of the population (Gelb 1995, 392). In places like Pos’et, 

Koreans made up 95 percent of the population (Wada 1987, 44). Although the 

border between Northern Korea and the Primorskii Krai was only 19 kilometers long, 

maintaining border control was not easy. As a solution to their paranoia, the Soviet 

State decided to remove Koreans from the border regions altogether. Martin points 

out that the government issued a secret decree on December 6, 1926 to resettle 

Koreans north of Khabarovsk and replace them with Slavic peasants (1998, 835). 

This decree targeted non-landowning Koreans, which totaled over half the population 
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(ibid.). The Korean resettlement plan was not welcomed by the Korean Communists, 

for it would relocate Koreans from fertile to inferior agricultural land (ibid.). The plan, 

however, remained unfulfilled as a result of the “opposition of Korean Communists, 

passive resistance of Korean peasants, absence of central funding, lack of Russian 

settlers, and a deeply contradictory state policy (Martin 1998, 835-836). 

 With the onset of Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan and with it, collectivization, the 

Soviet Far East saw increased ethnic tension. In 1930, yet another deportation plan 

was proposed (Martin 1998, 841). Koreans without Soviet citizenship were to be 

resettled north of Khabarovsk. This time, demobilized Red Army soldiers would be 

settled into the Far Eastern border zones to replace “disloyal Koreans” (Martin 1998, 

840). But, as Martin reveals, this plan was also abandoned for fear of provoking the 

Japanese by moving their subjects, since the Japanese asserted that all Koreans, 

even those on Soviet territory, were Japanese subjects (ibid.). Indeed, “Japan viewed 

Korean immigration to the Soviet Union as the natural expansion of the boundaries 

of Korea, which at the proper moment could be claimed formally” (Martin 2001, 

318). 

By the autumn of 1937, in the midst of Stalin’s Great Terror, the brewing 

distrust and xenophobia turned into a deportation mandate ordered by the Soviet 

government and Communist party. Diener, referencing Kim, observes that “Rampant 

rumors of espionage and the alleged existence of a subversive Korean secession 

movement” inspired this resolution7 (Diener 2006, 205). In the literature, it is 

                                                
7 Resolution no. 1428-326cc of the Soviet Peoples’ Central Committee of the Communist Party, 
August 21, 1937. 
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approximated that 180,000 Koryo Saram were deported from the Russian Far East, 

near the North Korean border, to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. They were categorized 

as “special settlers,” and told by Soviet authorities that they would be reimbursed for 

their property, and that they would be moving to a location with more agricultural 

opportunities. About a month-long train journey later, the Koryo Saram found 

themselves without any support from the Soviet government. They were left to fend 

for themselves with no food, shelter or means of survival as winter rapidly 

approached. The following map provides a conceptual rendering of the deportation 

route8. 

 

Deportations on the grounds of ethnicity became a major policy in the Soviet 

Union during the 1930s. They gained momentum during the Second World War 

(1941-1945) and was a major policy until the death of Stalin in 1953. Deportations 

                                                
8 Map courtesy of David Chung. See film, Koryo Saram: The Unreliable People. 

Map 2:  The 1937 deportation route from the Soviet Far 
East to Kazakhstan. 
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were forced on many ethnic groups on the grounds of espionage, including Koreans, 

Germans, Karachais, Kalmyks, Ingushetians, Chechens, Balkars, Finns and 

Meskhetian Turks, all of which fall under the category of “totally deported peoples” 

(Polian 2004, 44). Like the Koreans, most groups were deported to Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan, away from border regions. According to Pohl, however, the factor that 

separates the Korean deportation from other deportations is that they were the first 

ethnic group that the Stalin regime deported in its entirety (2004, 9). The successful 

deportation of the Koreans set a precedent for future deportations in the Soviet 

Union and it became feasible to forcibly relocate entire ethnic groups away from 

border zones, where espionage was likely to occur. It also created nationality mixes, 

useful for weakening secessionist movements. This policy was enacted on numerous 

ethnic groups based on arbitrary classifications such as “socially dangerous,” 

“unreliable” and “untrustworthy,” legitimized by the umbrella term "enemies of the 

people" in Article 135 in the Soviet Constitution of 1936 (Berman and Quigley 1969, 

54).  

With evidence of Korean loyalty to the Bolshevik regime and their continued 

fight against Japanese imperialism, the official rhetoric of collusion with the Japanese 

does not satisfactorily explain the call for such a large-scale deportation. Kim cites 

several other reasons for the Korean deportation: the development of the Stalinist 

totalitarian regime and the construction of Homo Sovieticus, the recent depopulation 

of Central Asia, lack of housing for Red Army units in border regions, maintenance of 

stable relations with neighboring China and Japan (2001, R30-31). The suggestions 
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offered by Kim seem to be rooted in sound reason, though it seems implicit that 

simple racism was also involved. The key point to take away from this is that there 

were obviously numerous factors that contributed to the deportation of the Koryo 

Saram. In this context, examining the photographic depiction of Koryo Saram may 

add to our current understanding of history and reveal a more nuanced relationship 

between the Soviet regime and the Korean population. Although the entire 

population was denounced as enemies of the people, the visual history reveals not 

enemies but proud, model minorities and heroes of socialist labor, soliciting a critical 

analysis of the images at hand.  

Perhaps it was in fact the reliability, loyalty and agricultural competence of the 

Koryo Saram that convinced the Soviet government to deport them, to the vast 

region of Central Asia to develop virgin lands for rice cultivation. According to Georgii 

Kan, small group of Korean farmers (220 people), having demonstrated their skill in 

rice cultivation, were invited to Kazakhstan to organize rice cultivation artels (1995, 

37). Soon, labor artels called Kazakhskii Ris or KazRis were formed and by 1931, 

Kazakhstan became the region with the most rice cultivation in the Soviet Union (Kan 

38-39). Could it be that “unreliable” was simply an empty label? A label used to 

legitimize the relocation of the entire Korean population in the Soviet Far East to 

Central Asia? The Koryo Saram, pegged in official Soviet history as “unreliable,” as 

“spies,” were perhaps quite reliable and loyal. Perhaps the Soviet government, well 

aware of this fact and of the Koreans’ skill in rice cultivation, needed the Koreans to 

turn the empty steppe land of Central Asia into viable agricultural industry. Having 
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introduced rice cultivation not only to the Russian Far East, but also to Central Asia, 

the Koryo Saram were the perfect candidates for this task. 

 

Phase Three: Kazakh SSR, 1937-1941 

In hindsight, it is evident that the Soviet state had little interest in providing Koreans 

with an enduring homeland of their own, "leading eventually to their dispersal within 

Central Asia and subjection to intensive assimilation campaigns" (Diener 2005, 81). 

After a grueling winter in the steppes of Central Asia, the surviving Koreans began 

their new lives. According to Diener, they were settled in “mono-ethnic 

neighborhoods” and were “assigned to collective farms or other industries such as 

mines, fisheries, or handicraft artels” (2005, 74). Rice cultivation, however, remained 

the primary industry.  

In 1938, a full Russian curriculum was "imposed on all non-Russian academic 

institutions despite the guarantee of native language instruction in the Soviet 

constitution" (Diener 2005, 76-77). Ironically, Lenin Kichi, a Korean newspaper, went 

into publication on May 15 of that year in Kzyl-Orda as if upholding the old policies of 

the 1920s. This confirms Martin’s argument that a deeply contradictory policy line 

was toted by the State, highlighting “the impressive continuity in the Soviet 

commitment to nation building throughout the entire Stalinist period” (1998, 816).  
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Part I I .  Soviet Nationalit ies Policy: In Theory and Practice 

For the purposes of this thesis, the most intriguing and relevant aspect of 

nationalities policy is Stalin’s famous and ambiguous maxim that states that all the 

Soviet nationalities should be “national in form, socialist in content.” This served as 

the encapsulating motto of the Soviet nationalities policy. The policy was introduced 

at the Twelfth Party Congress in April 1923 and aggressively promoted throughout 

the 1920s and early 1930s. In the mid-1930s, however, during the period leading up 

to the Great Terror, the policy shifted to one promoting Russian nationalism at the 

expense of other nationalities. Naturally, the question that comes to mind when 

considering such a maxim is, what in fact, can it reveal within the parameters of this 

project? I will present my own reading of this maxim based in Marxist aesthetic 

theory regarding content and form, in order to construct a workable framework with 

which to read the photographs included here. Through this lens, perhaps we can 

better understand how policy was depicted visually, and how ideologically loaded 

images may have influenced the shaping of Koryo Saram identity.  

Soviet nationalities policy began with Lenin following the 1917 revolution. As 

Kim and Kan point out, “it favored extension of the rights and freedom of the malye 

narody,” or minorities (2001, 115). Kim and Kan elaborate on Soviet nationalities 

policy by stating that this was true until the mid-1930s when Stalin’s take on 

nationalities policy reflected “a contemptuous attitude toward non-Russian ethnic 

groups” and the rhetoric shifted to one of “full assimilation” to create a “meta-ethnic 

society” of the Soviet people (2001, R115-116). Though this was the case on a 
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broader level, a straightforward reading of the policy shift does not leave room for the 

inclusion of nuances. The fact that there are images of Koreans as happy socialists 

that do not reveal a “contemptuous” attitude toward Koreans, indicates several 

things. First, there was no clean break between the two interpretations of 

nationalities policy. Second, the textual rhetoric does not always align with the visual 

rhetoric. Third, since socialist realism depicts the present as it would be in the future, 

the images of Koreans not as they were (purported spies) but as they should be (loyal 

and happy) acted as a kind of pedagogical tool to guide not only Koreans, but all 

Soviet citizens on the path to communism. 

Erik van Ree, in his reading of the political thought of Stalin, presents us with 

a more nuanced understanding of the policy shift. In the following section of a 

speech to students of the Communist University of Toilers of the East given in May 

1925, Stalin discussed the policy of cultural autonomy for the non-Russian republics 

and provides the Soviet citizenry with a simple formula with which to understand 

nationalities policy: 

But what is national culture? How can we combine it with proletarian culture? 
Didn’t Lenin say…that the slogan of national culture is a reactionary slogan of 
the bourgeoisie…? …proletarian culture, socialist by its content, assumes 
different forms and ways of expression among different peoples…, dependent 
on the difference of language, way of life etc. Proletarian in content, 
national in form – such is the universal [obshchechelovecheskaia] culture to 
which socialism strives. Proletarian culture does not abolish national culture, 
but provides it with its content (2002, 190). 
 

Later, as Martin points out, the term “proletarian” (bolded above) was replaced with 

“socialist,” changing the dictum to the version we are most familiar with: “Socialist in 

content, national in form” (2001, 12). We can see this adjustment from another 
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excerpt from Stalin’s speech given at the Sixteenth Party Congress in 1930. As cited 

by Ree, “the leader laid it down authoritatively that the period of construction of 

socialism in the USSR was a period of ‘flourishing of national cultures, socialist in 

content and national in form’” (2002, 191). Ree continues by commenting: 

   this policy was not without ambivalence. The idea was to centralise political 
and economic power in Moscow, leaving the republics culturally autonomous. 
But that autonomy was never understood as separate from Russian culture 
(191-192).  

 
Ambivalence is the crucial point that Ree makes, since Stalin’s definition of 

nationalities policy was not without contradictions. In fact, as mentioned in Part I, 

Russian was declared the language of instruction for all Soviet citizens in 1938 

(Diener 2005, 76-77). This put the Russian language, along with the Russian people 

and culture, at the top of the nationality hierarchy.  

The maxim “Socialist in content, national in form” conjures up images of 

happy Central Asians, Caucasians and Slavs, much like the Friendship of the People 

fountain in the center of Moscow. This, then, is organically linked to other famous 

taglines of nationalities policy, such as druzhba narodov (friendship of the people). In 

this manner, images and words filter through the consciousness and solidify into a 

single unit. An initial reading of this maxim brings us to the understanding that 

“national in form” means to embrace cultural roots and heritage, while “socialist in 

content” means to fill oneself with the same socialist ideology that is the singular 

binding force among all Soviet peoples. In other words, although the various groups 

of people come from diverse cultural backgrounds, they are unified in terms of 

socialist mentality.  
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Applying Marxist theory of content and form to this initial impression, however, 

clarifies the reading of the maxim. Terry Eagleton and Henri Arvon lay out the 

framework of Marxist aesthetics by pointing out that “content,” in the Marxist sense, 

is prior to “form.” In other words, “forms are historically determined by the kind of 

‘content’ they have to embody; they are changed, transformed, broken down and 

revolutionized as that content itself changes” (Eagleton 2002, 21). However, this 

does not imply that form can be disregarded for the two are interdependent and 

neither can exist without the other. Although Marxist aesthetics tends toward an 

“indifference to outward form” and places emphasis on the need for a specifically 

social content, above all it stresses the importance of finding unity of content and 

form (Arvon 1973, 43). This, in turn, safeguards art against a “twofold danger”: 

naturalism, in which content is devoid of form and formalism, in which concern for 

content is abandoned for experiments with pure form (ibid.). It is precisely the 

dialectical relationship between the two elements, in other words, their 

interdependence, that makes “political and social revolution the driving force behind 

artistic conceptions” (Arvon 1973, 56). 

Stalin, as quoted in 1929, said that “we are undertaking the maximum 

development of national culture, so that it will exhaust itself completely and thereby 

create the base for the organization of international socialist culture” (Martin 2001, 

5). This is clearly rooted in the fundamentals of Marxism, where “the relations 

between content and form correspond to the more general relations between the 

economic base and the ideological superstructure (Arvon 1973, 41).  Therefore, 
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when national form is exhausted, the base will become truly communistic. In the 

transition from socialism to communism, national culture succumbed to content and 

the creation of the base.  

Consider Martin’s assessment of the Korean case keeping in mind the 

discussion presented above. Martin brings to our attention that “even in the midst of 

100 percent ethnic cleansing, where every Korean had been declared a potential spy 

and traitor, the formulas of the Soviet nationalities policy could still not be entirely 

abandoned” (1998, 852). In fact, Martin repeatedly refers to the paradox of “the 

simultaneous pursuit of nation building and nation destroying” that was taking place, 

that in order to build a socialist nation, the Soviet state had to destroy the smaller 

nations that make up the diversity of the nation (1998, 816). This speaks to the 

Marxist understanding of content and form and its inextricable bond, where one 

cannot exist without the other, yet where form, dictated by content, becomes 

secondary to content. In other words, the nation building of the Soviet Union 

simultaneously destroys the nation building of ethnic minorities.  

Linking this concept back to Stalin’s maxim, “Socialist in content, national in 

form,” we can understand how the “national in form” aspect can come to be purely 

symbolic, since it is the socialist content that defines the national form. Martin, 

quoting Herbert Gans, argues that term “national culture” as used by Stalin, 

translates more accurately as “national identity” or “symbolic ethnicity” (2001, 13). 

Therefore, once the socialist content is achieved (through the creation of the New 

Soviet Man or Homo Sovieticus) the national form dissolves away in the shadow of 
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content, since content is prior to form. Bringing this discourse into the visual history 

of the Koreans, this project attempts to apply this notion when analyzing the 

photographs of Koreans during 1932-1941. The Koryo Saram are pictured as 

revolutionaries, Red Army soldiers, scientists, fishermen, kolkhozniki and students, 

all working to cultivate the motherland, working towards a better, brighter, socialist 

future. They are the new Soviet any man. It is as if their ethnicity is of no concern, 

since it is the Soviet characteristics and qualities that supersede ethnicity.  
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Part I I I .  In Focus: Photography as a Teleological Tool  

This study begins with the year 1932, as this is the year that socialist realism was 

officially heralded as the single artistic movement of the Soviet Union. Though Party 

control of the arts was imposed sometime between 1928-1932, the year 1932 will 

be used for the purposes of this thesis. Abram Tertz (Andrei Sinyavsky) writes that the 

main principle of socialist realism: 

demands of the artist the truthful, historically concrete representation of 
reality in its revolutionary development. Moreover, the truthfulness and 
historical concreteness of the artistic representation of reality must be linked 
with the task of ideological transformation and education of workers in the 
spirit of Socialism (1960, 48).  
 

In other words, socialist realism focused on the education of the masses through the 

glorification of state ideology in the arts. Photography fits into this picture because of 

its capabilities as a new art medium in the realm of mass communication. Boris 

Groys argues that “the return to the mimetic images involved an artistic use of new 

media images” referring to the use of photography and film (2003, 102). He adds 

that mimetic media images were present everywhere during the 1930s, and that this 

was not a phenomenon isolated to totalitarian countries like the Soviet Union. This 

can be perhaps attributed, as David Elliott points out, to the “rapid growth of printed 

illustrated magazines from the mid-1920s, which went hand-in-hand with the literacy 

campaign” (1992, 20). But most important, Groys argues, was the State’s desire to 

abolish the gulf between the high, avant-garde, elitist culture and mass culture 

bridging the gap between experimental art photography and photography used for 

mass periodicals (2003, 102). In fact, photographers such as Alexander Rodchenko 
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worked in both realms and continued to experiment (to some degree) with formalism 

even after the official induction of Socialist realism. Photography therefore, like all 

other art forms, served two purposes simultaneously—aesthetic appeal and mass 

communication of State ideology.  

 Elliott elaborates on the role of photographers by explaining that “many early 

photographers had trained and saw themselves as artists” and that “photography in 

Russia had, from the beginning, been regarded by its supporters as a natural 

extension of the fine arts” (1992, 12). Interestingly, the term svetopis (light painting) 

was used synonymously with the imported Greek word fotografiia during the early 

years of photography in imperial Russia (ibid.). During the post-revolutionary years of 

the avant-garde period, photography’s role shifted from that of formal portraiture to 

the emulation of “the unconscious and uncontrived authenticity of the snapshot” 

(Elliott and Museum of Modern Art (Oxford, England) 1992, 17). Catching “life 

unawares,” as filmmaker Dziga Vertov claimed as the focus of his work, was what 

many avant-garde artists strived towards. With the rise of Stalinism and socialist 

realism, Elliiot claims, photography was adopted as more of a pragmatic and 

utilitarian art form, used to document the “dynamism of life in the new society and 

the intense drama of social reconstruction” (1992, 59). In addition to this, 

photography was also assigned a teleological task. To understand how Soviet 

officials emphasized the importance of images in cultural education, both Victoria 

Bonnell and Romanenko cite Nadezhda Krupskaia, one of the founders of the Soviet 

public education system: 
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For the present and for the near future, a peasant can learn to increase 
production only if he is taught by visual example. And, in general, the 
peasants, just like masses of workers, think much more in terms of images 
than in abstract formulas: thus visual illustration, even when a high level of 
literacy is reached, will always play a major role for the peasant (1999, 27), 
(2010, 33). 

 
By the late 1920s, photo-reportage, a documentary approach to photography began 

to take shape, born to serve the needs of the proletariat. What was tricky, however, 

was that this documentary aspect had to mesh with the mythology of Soviet reality – 

since only shots of the coming reality, of progress, could be documented. Precisely 

because of the camera’s ability to “capture everyday events candidly,” all image-

making came under strict control of the Party (Tupitsyn 1994, 58). “The government, 

understanding that images outside the realm of Soviet mythical reality could work 

against them, “viewed the camera as a dangerous tool” (ibid.). The new and 

grandiose tasks appropriated to photography were put to the test during Stalin’s first 

Five-Year Plan (1928-1932). Once open and liberal experiments with formalism 

subsided into the abyss of the now diminishing avant-garde movement and the focus 

shifted to building socialism through the control and manipulation of the masses. 

Photography was perfect for the State’s new project, as it inherently embodied 

a truth-value unlike any other artistic media. Susan Sontag argues that “photographs 

furnish evidence” (2001, 5). Evidence of the progress achieved was exactly what the 

Soviet government needed. Though the picture may distort, “there is always a 

presumption that something exists, or did exist which is like what’s in the picture” 

(ibid.). When compared to other mimetic objects, the photograph “seems to have a 
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more innocent, and therefore more accurate, relation to visible reality” (Sontag 2001, 

6).  

At its core, photography involves an image refracted through a lens, burned 

onto light sensitive material using natural or artificial light. The burned image, which 

we call the negative, is then used to print positive images onto light sensitive paper. 

As the etymology of the words “photo-“ and “-graphy” suggests, photography literally 

means to paint with light. The irony, of course, is that these “light paintings” did not 

shed light on the realities of Stalin’s violent regime, but in fact kept the public in the 

dark, where the mythical realm of socialist realist reality served as fodder for the 

masses until the years of perestroika and glasnost.  

Elaborating on the power of the image, John Berger asserts that images can 

be used like words. Much like words, the meaning of images can be changed by what 

comes before or after it. Tagg, expanding on this idea, argues that the photographic 

image is to be seen as “a composite of signs, more to be compared with a complex 

sentence than a single word” (1988, 187). Furthermore, Tagg points out that the 

most important aspect of meaning in images is that it is constructed (author’s italics) 

(ibid.). At the level of mass communication, Roland Barthes argues, it appears that a 

linguistic message is indeed present in every image (1980, 274). The Soviets, of 

course, knew this better than any other totalitarian regime. In the 1930s, 

photographs came to embody a teleological orientation under state control. Its aim 

was to teach the masses how a Soviet citizen should appear in the midst of 

revolutionary development. This naturally extended to ethnic minorities, many who 
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were often documented posing with their tractors, combine harvesters, bicycles, or 

listening to the radio or sitting in educational settings. These symbols of 

industrialization and modernity served as leitmotifs of socialist realism that 

communicated this notion to the masses. To further triangulate the messages laced 

within photographs, use of these motifs was adopted in all the arts. But particularly 

for those living in the provinces, remarks Romanenko, photographs served as the 

single cultural reference point to understand kulturnost’, to understand how one 

must behave in society (2010, 29).  

According to Elliott, the “hysteria which gripped the country at the time of the 

Purges was illustrated by the fate of its photographs” (1992, 22). In fact, even the 

mere “possession of the portraits of criminals or traitors could lead to arrest and 

death” (ibid.). Elliott continues by arguing that “official photographs show everything 

synchronized, everyone in accord,” but the photographs of the Koryo Saram analyzed 

in this study prove otherwise. Policy and visual representations of policy were not 

always perfectly synchronized nor were they perfectly focused. This, again, brings to 

the forefront the various nuances involved in the policy shift as discussed in Part II.  
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Part IV. Depth of Field: Analysis of Photographic Fragments  

A photograph is only a fragment, and with the passage of time its moorings come unstuck. 
 
 Susan Sontag 
 On Photography, 1977 
 

 
The photographic analysis portion of this work begins with an examination of the 

word “fragments.” In this domain, fragments is used in reference to the partial nature 

of the images shown here as well as to the partial nature of memory. The 

photographs included in this study are a small sample, on which a framework for 

reading Soviet propaganda images has been built. It can be considered the beginning 

of a much larger study involving images from archival sources, not only of Koryo 

Saram, but also of other ethnic minorities. At the same time, the role of memory, 

collective memory in particular, plays a critical part in this study as a major source of 

these photographs are picto-historical chronicles published by Koryo Saram and 

South Koreans jointly in the last fifteen years. Barthes said that “whatever the origin 

and the destination of the message, the photograph is not simply a product or 

channel but also an object endowed with structural autonomy” (1977, 15). Memory 

can also be classified as such. I present my analysis taking these issues into 

consideration. 

  

Description of Sources 

 USSR in Construction (СССР на стройке), published from 1930 to 1949 was, 

as Tupitsyn labels it, a “major propaganda monthly” (1994, 60). Its main function 
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was to glorify the industrialization of the Soviet Union through a blend of art and 

reportage photographs and photomontage. According to Victor Margolin, USSR in 

Construction was essentially a picture magazine “conceived in the spirit of the first 

Five-Year-Plan,” used by the Soviet government to inform the public abroad of its 

accomplishments (1997, 166-167). Further confirming the importance of the project, 

the periodical was issued not only in Russian, but also in English, Chinese, French, 

German and Spanish. USSR in Construction, Margolin argues, played a central role in 

the creation of the Soviet Union’s image as a paradise (1997, 167).  

The journal Sovetskoe foto (Советское фото) on the other hand, published 

from 1926 to 1991, was created more for local consumption and published only in 

Russian. Borrowing Tupitsyn’s words, the journal served as the “mouth-piece” of 

many photographers of the period. “It identified photography as a radical medium 

with an urgent political agenda and close contact with the productive forces of the 

proletariat” (1994, 58). The last pages of the journal were consistently dedicated to 

technical aspects of photography, ranging from topics such as lighting and 

photographing mountainous landscapes to reviews of the latest Leica models and 

Twin lens reflex cameras. This posits photography in a central position among the 

State-funded art projects – photography, its technical and ideological development, 

was an important tool in building socialism.   

The three secondary source books Fotoletopis: Koreitsev Kazakhstana (Photo 

Chronicle of the Koreans of Kazakhstan), Sajin uro io Kanun Chuok: Uzbekistan 

Koryoin 70-yon (Memories Bridged by Photographs: Uzbekistan’s Koryo Saram 70 
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years) and Koreisty Kazakhstana: Illostrirovannaya Istoria (The Koreans of 

Kazakhstan: An Illustrated History), were also used as sources of relevant 

photographs. These books were published locally in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the 

first two published as commemorative pieces in honor of the 70-year anniversary of 

Koreans living in Central Asia. Funded largely by the South Korean government in 

collaboration with local Korean associations, the books are steeped in Soviet 

nostalgia, composed of numerous propaganda photographs. Moreover, these books 

can be called what Daniel James and Mirta Zaida Lobato describe as a “nostalgic 

evocation of what has been lost” in the Soviet Far East and the “process of 

reconstitution” in Central Asia (2004, 10).  The striking similarity in content between 

the three separate accounts begs the investigation of collective memory and its role 

in this kind of photographic reconstruction of history. An important factor lacking in 

all three accounts is a framework within which with to read the images. Without a 

rigorous historical overview and the proper prefacing, the photographs used in these 

books are but another imposition on history.  

 The photographic analysis consists of description, interpretation (vis-à-vis 

nationalities policy, socialist realism and the unique aspects of photography during 

the 1930s), and evaluation. The photographs are arranged in chronological order, 

and in cases where original captions were accessible for cropping as part of the 

image, the captions were included, for the linguistic and iconic messages were 

meant to be viewed in communion. For the photographs from the secondary sources, 

where captions were created by the publishers, I have reproduced them verbatim 
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here. The reader is urged to actively consider the historical context when viewing 

these images. The following quote from Bonnell is relevant in beginning the photo 

analysis: 

Images and their combinations may be ‘read’ in unpredictable ways. Pictures 
meant to emphasize class identity also conveyed – often unintentionally and 
subliminally – ideas about gender and gender relations, ethnicity, and other 
forms of cultural and social identification” (1999, 11).  
 

Although it is not possible to know how Koryo Saram “read” visual images of 

themselves, nor is it possible to determine how the general population responded to 

images of Koryo Saram, it is important to think about how we read these images and 

how generations of future Koryo Saram will read them. A photograph-by-photograph 

analysis will be presented for each of the fourteen images.  
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Photo Analysis 

 

 

  

 The opening image was taken in the early 1930s in the Primoskii Krai. It 

depicts two girls wearing Komsomol scarves, indicating that they and their families 

were members of the Communist party. The girls appear to be in their mid-teens, in 

the proper age range to be in the Soviet Komsomol youth organization. The image 

seemingly embodies a fusion of socialist content and national form, where the scarf 

symbolizes the socialist content and their Korean form, or identity, is reduced to the 

background. The girls wearing the Komsomol scarves are standing, their shoulders 

back, signaling confidence and perhaps even a proud demeanor. This is in direct 

opposition to the seated girls, seemingly naked without the symbol of the great 

socialist nation, embracing their shoulders. Their arms and hands are crossed in 

Vignette 1:  Beginning of the 1930s. Primorskii Krai. (Second from the 
right, Han Sofia Yakovleevna). 
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front of them, as if they have something to protect and defend. The photograph is in 

black and white, but it can be deduced from the fashion in which the scarves are 

worn that they are indeed Komsomol scarves – a symbol of the new socialist youth. 

In fact, the single marker placing this image in context is the scarf, for without it, the 

group of girls could be from any number of neighboring Asian countries. Analyzing 

this group portrait in the historical, political and aesthetic context of early 1930s 

reveals a nationalities policy in working practice.  

 

 

The image above was taken in the year 1934 in Vladivostok. Here, a man is 

proudly showing a child a picture of Stalin, and it seems implicit that the man is the 

father, and the child is the son. The photograph lucidly captures the development 

Stalinist iconography in the visual realm since not only are the two subjects in the 

photograph looking toward Stalin, but the man is also pointing to Stalin, naturally 

Vignette 2:  1934. Vladivostok. 
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shifting the viewer’s attention in that direction. This positioning of the subjects also 

sends a bold message—that the two view Stalin as a venerated leader, confirming 

their devotion to the vanguard of the people and supporting the center and periphery 

binary established by the Soviet state. 

Examining the photograph on a descriptive level, the imagery appears to 

signal that the Soviet Union is indeed industrializing and that life is indeed getting 

better. The father and son are seated on the steps of housing made from wood and 

bricks, a step up from the grass and mud shelters that Koreans once inhabited. The 

photograph also reveals elements of the current State campaigns at the time. The 

pair appear to be dressed in Western style, modern 

clothing, and are shown as cultured, well-groomed 

citizens. Furthermore, the father is clearly literate (a 

product of the literacy campaign) and politically 

conscious since he is shown reading a Party journal 

to his son. The young child, placed between his 

biological father and the father of the Soviet people, 

appears to be in the throes of Soviet indoctrination.  

 Vignette 3 pictures Kim Pen Hwa in the 

1930s. His photograph, as part of the collection in 

Sajin uro io Kanun Chuok, is largely symbolic. He was 

awarded Hero of Socialist Labor twice while he 

headed the Northern Star collective farm in 
Vignette 3:  1930s. City of Kazan. 
Kim Pen Hwa, future two-time Hero 
of Socialist Labor and Chairman of 
Northern Star kolkhoz. 
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Uzbekistan. Most noteworthy is the fact that he is wearing a Soviet military uniform. 

This stands as proof that he once served in the Red Army, and that Koreans were 

once recognized as citizens of the Soviet Union, worthy of serving in the military. 

Reiterating Martin’s remarks, this photograph symbolizes the systematic promotion 

of Koreans into the far eastern bureaucracy. This is critical to recognize because no 

Koreans were allowed to serve in the Red Army during World War II as a 

consequence of their supposed history of espionage with the Japanese in the 1930s. 

A contradiction that arises here, is that Kim Pen Hwa was also not allowed to serve in 

the military. His efforts on the kholkhoz, however, granted him redemption in the 

eyes of the state. 

 

 

 

Vignette 4:  1934. Vladivostok. Scenery handling in the yard of   
Korean theater. 
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The next photograph (Vignette 4) features a Korean theater group unloading 

sets and props in Vladivostok. At the risk of sounding redundant, it is pertinent to 

point out that this photograph displays an image of a Korean theater [my italics] 

troupe. The caption provided informs us that the photograph was taken in 1934 in 

Vladivostok. According to the 1926 Soviet census, The Korean population of the 

Vladivostok okrug numbered approximately 81,011, a high number when compared 

to the 109,933 Russians in the region. Even within this kind of population 

distribution, the photograph suggests that the Korean theater was active. Onlookers 

are visible in the forefront of the image, Hangul, the Korean alphabet, is visible on 

the banner of the truck, and it appears as though the Korean theater was housed in 

a good facility. Nationalities policy granted theaters in native languages for all the 

ethnic minorities in the Soviet Union as part of the development of kulturnost’ among 

the “backward” peasants. The Koryo Saram were no exception. This photograph, 

therefore, perfectly captures this aspect of nationalities policy in action.  

Vignettes 5 through 11 were published in issue 3/4 of USSR in Construction 

in 1935. This issue was dedicated to the Far Eastern region9 of the Soviet Union, with 

Koreans featured prominently among the various ethnic groups living in Vladivostok. 

With the population of Koreans rivaling that of the Russians in the region, it is no 

wonder that photographs of Koreans were included in this issue of USSR in 

Construction. The following text can be found in the opening page of the “Far Eastern 

Nationalities” section:  

                                                
9 Each issue featured a theme that reflected the State policies at the time. Electrification, production, 
building of the Baltic Sea canal and Soviet nationalities were among the major themes propagated.  
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As a result of the Leninist-Stalinist national policy, over 80 nationalities 
populating the Far Eastern Region have been raised from the darkness of 
poverty and set on the broad road of material and cultural prosperity. The 
numerous tribes of the native population of the Far East have all the rights of 
the basic population of the Soviet Union. They participate in the political and 
the state life of the great country, elect their soviets, have their own schools, 
where the lessons are given in the native language, build hospitals and new 
cultured houses, use modern implements for fishing and agriculture. 
 

This text explicitly states that the nationalities of the Soviet Union have been “raised 

from the darkness” as a result of nationalities policy. Furthermore, this implies that 

the nationalities pictured in the issue have achieved Soviet identity, or in other words, 

are modeling what one who has been sovietized should look like. This, in fact, was 

the goal of socialist realism—to show reality in its revolutionary development, to show 

the present as it would be in the future.   
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The first image in the series (Vignette 5) is of a Korean school. The grandiose 

structure is built in the neoclassical style, though embodied within are trace elements 

of Russian architecture dating back to the 16th Century. In contrast to the size of the 

school, the Korean students appear especially small and insignifiant, which perhaps 

is a message in itself. In the molding over the main archway and above the second 

story windows, a decorative element called the Kokoshnik is identifiable. This 

Vignette 5:  1935. Korean school in Vladivostok. 
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element of Russian Church architecture recycled as a prominent symbol in this 

photograph aligns with the changes in the political sphere. According to Martin, “the 

centrality and the unifying function of the Russian nation and Russian national 

culture were gradually institutionalized” after December 1932 (2001, 414). This 

promotion of Russianness was an integral part of what Nicolas Timasheff called “the 

Great Retreat,” which marked a change from the nationalities policy of the 1920s. 

James Cracraft and Daniel Bruce Rowland point out the use of official church 

architectural style to impose declarations of visions of change contemplated by the 

Czar during the late 1800s (2003, 112). Although Cracraft and Rowland speak of 

architecture in a religious context, the same ideas parallel developments in the Stalin 

epoch. As Orthodox Russian religious imagery was reformulated to fit the needs of 

the regime, architectural style also became a medium through which “the 

government’s capacity to embody the spirit of the nation” was “enshrined in a 

particular architectural design” (ibid.). Thus, state commissioned architecture can be 

designated an “immanent national identity, made into a dominating visual presence” 

(ibid.). The towering size of the structure, then, does not seem accidental since the 

symbolic imagery of the structure could be seen from afar. Since the reigning form of 

Soviet architecture was in the neo-classical style, the adaptation of traditional 

Russian religious elements reveals both a policy shift and contradiction. This 

photograph may have played a role in reinforcing the hierarchy of nations that existed 

in the Soviet Union, where Russians placed first, their culture endorsed with the most 

legitimacy and visibility. 
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 Vignette 6 presents us with a seemingly typical scene from a classroom. A 

Korean teacher reads lesson material in a room full of Korean children. The point to 

note, however, is that the teacher is a woman. On the basis of the Bolshevik women’s 

rights movement, women were being promoted not only in the work sphere, but also 

in the academic sphere. According to Sheila Fitzpatrick, the Soviet regime was “doing 

its best to increase the number of women in higher education and the professions” in 

the 1930s (2000, 160). Even ethnic minorities had opportunities, as this photograph 

seems to communicate. In addition to employment on the elite level, women also 

learned to shoot guns, drive trucks, fly planes, and studied in courses to become 

chauffeurs, communications operators, stenographers and accountants, and much 

of these skills ended up being practical training for war (2000, 161).  The teacher 

Vignette 6:  1935. Vladivostok.  
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and the children appear well groomed and have the necessary supplies for learning 

(desks, notebooks, pencils), which confirms that they are a cultured people. As the 

caption states, The Koreans have their own school, where the lessons are taught in 

their native language. Since state funds supported schools in native languages, this 

photograph (as well as Vignette 5) not only reflects the policy in action, but also the 

success of the policy as seen by the large number of students attending the Korean 

schools in Vladivostok. 

 

 
Vignette 7:  1935. Vladivostok. 
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Vignette 7 depicts a scene of leisure, rest and culture, much like in the culture 

houses that dotted the Soviet Union at the time. The angle at which the photograph 

was taken signals that it may have been staged. The photographer must have stood 

on something to reach the height at which the image was taken in order to obtain a 

broader view. Although the photograph depicts a scene in a Korean pedagogical 

college, there are clearly identifiable, non-Korean students in the photograph. 

Judging from her appearance, the woman lying on her side could be of Slavic origin. 

Showing the ethnic diversity of the living quarters must have been a point of intention 

for the photographer. The image is revealing, especially in the context of nationality 

policy in the mid-1930s, when the rhetoric shifted to promote Russian chauvinism. It 

is as if the tension resulting from the shift was captured in this image. The woman 

playing the guitar appears to be of Asian origin, and the caption confirms her Korean 

background. With the opportunities granted through the nationalities policy, the 

woman is now able to pursue an education, live in a clean environment, and has 

even learned to play the guitar.  
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In contrast to the atmosphere of relaxation in the previous photograph, 

Vignette 8 shows university students hard at work, collaborating on a scientific 

experiment of sorts. The Koreans pictured here are dressed in suits and formal shirts 

and have a serious and professional demeanor. This perhaps signals their dedication 

to knowledge and to their work. A woman, among the ranks of men, is also pursuing 

an education at the Korean university. As mentioned in the discussion of Vignette 6 

above, this is in line with the developing Party rhetoric that promoted equal 

opportunity for women. Another point of interest is the equipment shown in the 

photograph. It looks to be modern and new, perhaps as a way to boast to the 

Western world that the latest equipment for the most progressive scientific 

experiments were available—even to minorities—in the Soviet Union. Everyone has 

Vignette 8:  1935. Vladivostok. 
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equal opportunity in the Soviet Union. This, of course, is in stark contrast to the 

Koreans living under the oppression of Japanese colonialists. 

 

 

Vignette 9:  1935. Vladivostok. Scenes from the fishing industry. 
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The next image (Vignette 9) is provocative, in that it is a full-page dedicated to 

the fishing industry of the Soviet Far East. With the notably large size of the periodical 

(twenty two and a half by thirty two inches) a full-page stresses the prominence of the 

subject displayed. The photographs presents a scene of abundance, where 

fisherman are shown with a net full of 

fish, boxes filled to the brim with fish 

are being prepared for salting and 

numerous fishing boats are docked on 

shore. The photograph seems to relay 

that Koreans were attributed to the 

building of this abundance. What is 

peculiar about this, though, is that 

there were no images of the 

burgeoning rice industry. The Koreans 

were indeed involved with fishing, but 

rice cultivation was by far their primary 

agricultural focus.  

 

 

 

Vignette 10 was chosen as part of the analysis because it links the important 

role captions play with the reading of photographs. The image shows the smiling 

Vignette 10:  Introductory page to the “Children of 
the Far East” section of USSR in Construction, 1935. 
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faces of Soviet children. Among the children with blonde hair and light colored eyes, 

one boy of Asian descent is making a mischievous face. He is clearly a member of 

this group, as those around him seem to be laughing as a result of his comedic 

behavior. The caption on the upper right side reads:  

A happy life is assured to the children of the Far East. Children’s nurseries, 
kindergartens, are scattered all over the region. All the children, beginning 
with the age of 8, go to school. The children spend the summer holidays in 
pioneer camps. 

 
This text implies that all children, even those of Asian heritage, are ensured an 

education in the Soviet Union. Knowing that the previous images of Asians within the 

same issue of USSR in construction were mostly of Koreans, it may be safe to 

assume that the Asian boy pictured in this photograph is Korean. But how can we 

know for sure? Without the caption to inform us, it is impossible to have complete 

certainty. Thus, the analysis of this image demonstrates precisely how important 

captions are when reading photographs.  
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The next photograph (Vignette 11) was included as part of the “Children of the 

East” section discussed above. The caption taken directly from the periodical informs 

us that these boys are Korean. They are pioneers, surrounded by what appears to be 

other boys, perhaps also pioneers. The mood of the image is quite bright, happy and 

even celebratory. Karen Petrone’s work on Soviet celebrations, considers the burden 

of creating representations of joy and prosperity that did not exist yet: 

Since transformations that had taken place during the First Five Year Plan left 
the vast majority of the population worse off than they had been in the 1920s, 
proving Stalin’s famous claim that “life has become better” required both 
reshaping people’s memories of how they lived in the past and transforming 
their perceptions of the present (2000, 154). 
 

While Petrone considers the diversionary role that celebrations played during the 

purges and the Great Terror an important point, she more importantly examines the 

paradoxical nature of the Soviet government, which is relevant to the discussion 

presented in this thesis. The boy on the left is playing a balalaika, a traditional 

Vignette 11:  Korean Pioneers, 1935. 
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Russian folk instrument, and the boy on the right is wearing a Soviet naval uniform. 

With these two symbolic signs clearly present in the photograph, it is easy to discern 

the melding of socialist content with national form. Without the caption emphasizing 

the Koreanness of the boys, they would simply be Soviet pioneers, for the symbols 

contextualizing the photograph are clearly symbols of Russia, the Soviet Union and of 

Soviet citizenry.  

 

 

Vignette 12:  Lieutenant Kim. From the London 
Exhibition of Soviet Photo Art, 1937. 



50 

 

As the name of the magazine suggests, the photographs in USSR in 

Construction were meant to not only showcase the industrialization of the Soviet 

Union, but also reveal the construction of Soviet identity. This meant showing the 

transformation of pet minorities from wild, uncultured and spontaneous to civilized, 

cultured and politically conscious.10 The Koryo Saram, of course, were no exception. 

Kim underscores the fact that the Soviet propaganda machine “clicked into 

high gear” shortly before the 1937 deportation, “creating an atmosphere of spy-

mania” (2001, R32). He refers to articles published in Pravda on April 16 and April 

23, 1937 regarding purported Korean spy activities in the Soviet Far East to illustrate 

his point (ibid.). It is important, of course, to consider not only the distinct shift in 

rhetoric, but also the policies expressed visually. Consider the photograph below 

(Vignette 12). Published in the May-June issue of Sovetskoe Foto in 1937, it depicts 

Lieutenant Kim proudly looking toward the bright future in his naval uniform. The sun 

is shining, life is joyous as Stalin proclaimed in 1935, and most importantly, 

Lieutenant Kim does not appear to be a spy. Instead, he is radiantly looking into the 

future, the lighting in the photograph carefully considered to create this effect. The 

photograph, covering a full page, can hardly go unnoticed. The caption on the lower 

right informs us that this photograph was shown as part of the Soviet Photo Art 

                                                
10 Romanenko stresses the notion that in the 1930s, the term “culture” included personal hygiene, 
table manners, and propriety of language; as well as familiarity with art works and literature. See 
Romanenko, Photomontage for the Masses, p. 29. Additionally, Sheila Fitzpatrick distinguished three 
levels of culture: the first level covered basic hygiene and elementary literacy, the second included 
proper behavior in the public sphere, including basic knowledge of Communist ideology, the third was 
the culture of propriety, including appreciation of high culture. See Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism, p. 
80. 
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exhibit in London. In a sense, the Soviet government was objectifying Koreans by 

presenting this photograph to the Western public. It was also showing Soviet citizens, 

namely photographers, what Bolshevik consciousness and the synthesis of national 

form and socialist content should look like. Therefore, the photograph can be 

considered a model photograph for representing minorities as fulfilling the mold of 

the new Soviet man, and Lieutenant Kim is an object of Soviet ideology, divorced 

from his national identity. Lastly, the disconnect between the espionage linked 

articles published in Pravda, the regime’s plans to remove all Koreans from the 

border regions and the way Koreans were portrayed in this major photography 

periodical is once again highlighted.  

  

 

Vignette 13:  1938. Village of Bugutassai, Kazakhstan. Tractor 
operators. 
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The machine in the garden paradigms Katerina Clark analyzes in the context 

of socialist realist texts (Soviet novels) also extend to images. She argues that an 

“important catchphrase of the Five-Year Plan was ‘The Struggle with Nature’” and 

that “many of the famous construction projects of the Plan year were launched under 

this rubric” (2000, 100). She expands by applying this rubric to collectivized, 

modernized agriculture, which “would not be a slave to the whims of climate” (2000, 

101). With this in mind, we move forward to the analysis of Vignette 13. The image is 

composed of an open steppe, a tractor and three Korean laborers. The tractor is 

symbolic of the industrialization of the Soviet Union, and also of the Party’s mentality 

that nature could be conquered by man. It is peculiar that the Korean laborers are 

wearing suits in the photograph. This may be attributed to the fact that the 

photograph was posed, where the photographer set up the specific contents and 

style of the portrait – essentially a portrait of the tractor, the main attraction, with 

three Koreans pictured as almost decorative features. 1938 marks the shift to the 

post-deportation era in Koryo Saram historiography, yet the photographic depictions 

of Koreans seem to follow trends of the past in representing Koreans as model 

minorities living the dream of Soviet nationalities policy. 
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The final photograph in this sequence (Vignette 14) is relevant not only for the 

image, but more so for its revealing textual accompaniment. It pictures the literature 

department of the Kyzl-Orda Pedagogical Institute in Kazakhstan in 1938, though 

there are no visible markers of Soviet symbolism. It is vital to note that during the 

1937 deportation, “an entire Korean pedagogical school, a Korean publishing house, 

and a Korean newspaper” were transferred to Central Asia (Martin 852). This seems 

peculiar, as Koreans were deemed traitors, but it also ties back into the contradicting 

line that the party toted. The caption in the heading of the page in which the 

photograph was taken states: “But nevertheless excellent progress in studies 

Vignette 14:  Students of Kzyl Orda Pedagogical (former Korean) Institute. 
1938. 
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continued under the new conditions.” This supports the notion that Koreans were 

persistent in their studies even after the deportation, linking back to a key element in 

Soviet nationalities policy, the education of minorities. There are also no members of 

other nationalities pictured in the photograph, perhaps lending to the allusion that 

this was an exclusively Korean institute, though ironic since Russian was established 

the sole language of instruction in 1938. The photograph embodies a haunting, 

almost sad quality, which can be attributed to the expressions on the subjects’ faces.  

Although the total Korean population of the Soviet Union was not large, 

numbering approximately 167,220 in 1937 (Soviet Census), it was significant 

enough that photographs of Koreans can be found among the more prominent 

minority groups such as Kazakhs, Tatars and Jews. Koreans, although without an 

autonomous region to call their own, they were presented in periodical journals as 

one of the many minority groups of the Soviet Union.  

Koreans also maintained their own Korean language newspaper, even after 

the declaration of Russian as the lingua franca of the Soviet Union in 1938. Lenin 

Kichi (레닌기치 or The Banner of Lenin), printed in Kzyl Orda, Kazakhstan from 1938 

to 1991 is seen as a continuation of  its predecessor, Sonbong (선봉 or Avangard), 

which was published in Vladivostok from 1924 to 1937. These facts signal two points 

of interest. First, as confirmed by the photographs and their sources, Koreans, no 

matter how small their population, were seen as a part of the Soviet Union and 

participated in nation-building alongside other ethnic minorities. Second, this 

confirms the argument put forth by Martin, that “even in the midst of 100 percent 
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ethnic cleansing, where every Korean had been declared a potential spy and traitor, 

the formulas of the Soviet nationalities policy could still not be entirely abandoned” 

(1998, 852). The simple fact that the Korean newspaper printed throughout the 

1930s, with only a minor break during the deportation period, is quite telling. It sheds 

light on the conflict between the State’s desire to continue nationalities policy and 

the State’s desire to pursue nation building. Koreans were deemed enemies of the 

people in the press and in official documents, yet were continuously and 

simultaneously pictured as model citizens.  

Taken together, the points discussed above serve as evidence for the final 

focus of this paper. The photographs included in this study embody key elements of 

Soviet ideology, vis-à-vis nationalities policy and socialist realism, in the process of 

constructing national consciousness among its Korean population. This, of course, 

extended to all minorities living within the boundaries of the Soviet Union. Benedict 

Anderson argues that the census, map and museum, as symbolic forms of control, 

shaped the way in which the colonial state imagined dominion (2006, 163-164). 

These facets of hegemony were employed to control peoples, regions, religions, 

languages, products, etc. in a totalizing and omniscient way (Anderson 2006, 184). 

With the advent of photomechanical reproduction and advancements in 

photographic technology, images became one of the central components in the 

construction of reality as the hegemonic power saw fit. The High Stalinist 1930s in 

the Soviet Union utilized all of the above elements in concert in the creation of a 
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mythical empire. The work presented here merely provides a glimpse into the 

monolithic creation that was the Soviet Union. 

Images create identity when the viewer identifies with a particular image and 

adopts it and relates to it as a part of their own identity. When the image is used in a 

threatening manner—when the rejection of it results in dangerous consequences—a 

new identity is forged out of necessity. Thus, one’s own notion of self cannot be 

separated from the one that is imposed, resulting in what Petrone calls hybrid 

identities (2000, 4). Consequently, the depth of field remains shallow (at least in 

public discourse), for the focus remains on the Soviet content, and the form is 

reduced to a blur. In this manner, Koryo Saram became objects of spectacle, made 

to sacrifice and negotiate their own identity, becoming Soviet Koreans, socialist in 

content, national in form.  
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Concluding Remarks:  
The Cult of Personality as the Mortar to State Structure 
 
We think of photographs as works of art, as evidence of a particular truth, as likenesses, as news 
items. Every photograph is in fact a means of testing, confirming and constructing a total view of 
reality. Hence the crucial role of photography in ideological struggle. Hence the necessity of our 
understanding a weapon which we can use and which can be used against us.  
 

John Berger 
The Look of Things, 1972 

 

Reviewing Korean history in revolutionary Russia, Soviet Russia and Central 

Asia, it appears that Koreans embraced their Soviet Korean identity. Without 

knowledge of the historical context of the photographs, this kind of simplistic 

understanding of the photographic message may be taken for fact. But taking into 

consideration the historical context of the images allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of the visual record. In reference to the plight of Soviet citizens in the 

landscape of Stalinism, Eric Naiman put it best: 

Survival and success depended on one’s skills in ideological navigation, on 
being able to make one’s way through a world that existed on the plane of 
representation and imagination, a plane that exerted a kind of asymptotic and 
symptomatic pressure on the surface of everyday life (2003, xi). 

 
The Koryo Saram seem to have done just that. If they could become what the 

objectifying photographs of them said they were, they could indeed survive within the 

confines of the great Socialist utopia mythicized by the State. In fact, they navigated 

the ideological waters so well, that they came to embody the dictum “national in 

form, socialist in content” and meld the Soviet identity imposed upon them from 

above with their own subjective notions of Korean identity. Through this kind of 

negotiation of identity and sovietization imposed from above, the Koryo Saram made 
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their transition from Koreans to Soviet Koreans. Though the term “Soviet Korean” is 

no longer used for obvious reasons, as a result of these transitions in ethnic identity, 

the Koryo Saram today are a unique ethnic group formed from a mélange of Korean, 

Russian, Soviet and Central Asian cultures. Although the Koreans suffered under 

Stalinist nationalities policy, they successfully made their way through, what Naiman 

calls, “the discursive space of Stalinist culture” and still live to recount this era in 

Soviet history (ibid.). It is therefore crucial that the historical record is read and 

documented as accurately and holistically as possible, with an awareness of the 

hidden messages that lie within photographs and the history they ritualize.  

 Though the Stalin era is over, the crafting of cults of personality still lives on 

among the totalitarian leaders of the former Soviet Union. The dictatorial regimes of 

Turkmenbashi in Turkemenistan and the Aliyev dynasty in Azerbaijan are but two 

examples of this phenomenon. Especially in this region of the world, where images 

and media outlets are firmly controlled and closely monitored by the State, it 

becomes impossible to overlook the power of iconography and visual representation 

in gaining and maintaining political legitimacy. In these circumstances, it becomes 

imperative to pair the study of policy with developments in the visual sphere. With the 

addition of ethnic tension and conflict fanning the flames of the violence and power 

cycle, it becomes even more urgent to examine how images are used and what kinds 

of messages are latent within them. Perhaps they are being used to propagate State 

power and ideology, or maybe to exploit the plight of displaced peoples and the 

victims of war to serve State goals. It is not possible to reach a conclusion unless 
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more attention is directed towards the politics of representation. Lisa Baird cites 

Diane Arbus as one photographer who sought ways to circumvent the dominating 

power of the lens: 

She encouraged the collaboration of her subjects in the creation of their 
portraits. She also sought to refine photographic techniques that could lessen 
the hegemonic power of the image. The fact that she experimented with 
photographic techniques that could undermine the domination of the camera 
suggests that other techniques may found to continue her work. This is 
promising for the twenty-first century in which the portrayal of marginalized 
groups is an ever-present concern (2008, 16). 
 

I align myself with this approach to photography. Marginalized groups, as the Koryo 

Saram once were, need not be objectified. Identities need not be imposed from 

above, and need not vignette into the darkness of ideology and monolithic state 

power. 
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