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M 
ore than 7,000 miles from 
the U.S. there lives a clus-
ter of over 100 magicians 

ranging in age from 16 to 77. 
With two exceptions, none has ever 

left his own country.
Isolated, they have never read the 

books that we read, or watched the 
DVDs that we see, or attended the 
magic festivals and history conferences 
that we enjoy.

And yet, if we were to visit that coun-
try and meet its magicians, we would 
discover a society that has devised its 
own means to produce magical miracles, 
sometimes unlike anything imagined out-
side their nation.

The country is the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea and the group 
is the Federation of the Magical Society 
of Korea People’s Actor.

What follows is drawn from visits in 
2009, 2011, and 2012, as well as my 
preparations for a return scheduled later 
this year and another month-long stay 
being planned for 2014.

•
My connecTIon with north Korea 
goes back to 2007 when Kim Jong Il, 
then leader, wanted to invite an American 
magician to perform in his country as a 
way to promote, in his words, “friend-
ship, solidarity, exchange, and coopera-
tion” among the “cultural workers and 
artistes” of the world.

For reasons still a bit of a mystery to 
me, my name ended up on the short 
list, and in April 2009 I was privileged 
to spend six nights in Pyongyang, the 
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capital city, as guest of the government 
along with seven magicians from europe 
and Asia.

We performed twice in their 2,500-
seat Pyongyang circus Theater, along 
with some of the finest acrobats and 
clowns I’ve ever seen, and again in the 
magic society’s 120-seat fully equipped 
theater where we were joined by the 
north Koreans who put on their own 
separate show.

The rest of the week was packed with 

meetings, tours, and social events, all 
carefully choreographed to fill every min-
ute of our days and evenings. Although 
I didn’t meet Kim Jong Il, I was told that 
he knew I was there.

The nation’s current leader, Kim Jong 
Un, like his grandfather Kim Il Sung 
(who died in 1994) and father Kim Jong 
Il (who died in 2011), has decreed that 
all performing artists—including musi-
cians, dancers, acrobats, and magicians—
must strive to reach the highest level 

An American Magician Visits North Korea

The 2012 American delegation stands with (far right) South Korea's Yuji Yasuda
 (stage name for An, Sung woo) in front of statues of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il

on Mansu Hill, Pyongyang
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possible of their chosen craft.
In response, apprentices rehearse to 

within an inch of their lives. In keep-
ing with the official ideology called 
“Juche,” or self-reliance, they make 
everything—the props, sets, and cos-
tumes—on their own. 

Approved apprentices generally enter 
the profession through a family connec-
tion, a process similar to one followed in 
china. Senior magicians are treated with 
great deference.

The magic show, running 90 minutes 
and without an emcee, opened with the 
illusions of north Korea’s most famous 
magician, Kim chol, whose father, the 
retired master magician Kim Taek Song, 
Labor Hero and chairman of the Society, 
enjoys close ties with people in the high-
est echelons of the government.

The show offered 10 acts, all beauti-
fully choreographed and accompanied by 
specially arranged music. The exquisite 
opening act with its atmospheric lighting 
set the tone for the show. not one, but 
three girls were produced from a seem-
ingly empty cabinet.

After the rapid-fire production of 
multi-colored parasols, a dramatic inter-
lude followed with drums, flags, and two 
girls produced by a magician. Into a pic-
nic table setting then walked Kim Guang 
chol, son of the illusionist, who pro-
duced and vanished glasses of red wine. 

“I want my second to become my hour” 
was the theme of the next magician as he 
produced wrist watches and huge clocks, 
followed by another performer who sat 
in a chair and caused flowers and three 
assistants to appear from nowhere.

Performers that followed featured 
sequences with embroidery hoops, in 
which ribbons created pictures; rings 
floated and linked; an abundance of flags, 
silks, and fire appeared along with doves, 
ducks, and fans; and live catfish material-
ized on the end of a fishing line. These 
were followed by a 16-year-old magician 
with highly-skilled card productions.

Kim chol, who opened the show, 
came back and closed. He produced 
four girls from a mirror and then trans-
ported himself through the mirror—
bringing the afternoon to a strong finish. 

The professionalism of these perform-
ers was all the more remarkable when 
we consider the austere circumstances 
under which they have developed their 
art. I thought for a moment of the magi-
cal world as it used to be for many of 
my generation. DVDs and the Internet 
did not exist, and we had limited access, 
if any, to other magicians or books. 

Instead, like most magicians from that 
era, we relied on our imaginations, on 
our individual creativity, on what little 
we were able to glean about our art from 
other performers whom we saw on televi-
sion or in person, and we cherished every 
little secret we managed to acquire. Such 
is the current situation in north Korea.

After the show I spoke with the per-
formers through a translator. Although 
master magicians Kim chol and Kim 
Taek Song have visited magic festi-
vals in Stockholm (2006) and Beijing 

(2010), and returned with what they 
had discovered, to say that they are 
hungry to learn more about their craft 
is an understatement.

Their most pressing questions were, 
“What can we do better?” and “How 
can we learn about global trends?” With 
notebook and pen in hand, Kim chol 
wrote down everything our group had to 
say during the meetings and dinners that 
followed, and we promised to continue 
to help in any way that we could.

For a small group of younger north 
Korean magicians and their assistants, 
one of the South Koreans performed and 

then explained three effects standard in 
most of the world: the “Ball and Vase,” 
the “Money changer,” and the “cups 
and Balls.” 

As I watched their reactions, I was 
reminded of a time in my own life 
when tricks like these seemed to be real 
miracles as indeed they still are to people 
who are seeing them for the first time. It 
was a special pleasure to teach one of the 
north Koreans a short card routine. “I 
will work on that,” he said, and I knew 
he would.

Acrobats entertain dignitaries in the Pyongyang Circus Theater

Kim Chol (right) concludes his production 
of three ladies from an empty cabinet

Kim Guang Chol bows after producing parasols North Korean flags are displayed 
during the finale
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My favorite image from that initial 
trip comes from my first morning in the 
country. I arrived early at the cavern-
ous hotel dining room for breakfast and 
found myself alone among two dozen 
servers (all dressed in pastel chiffon 
dresses that reached to their shoe tops) 
and their supervisors.

This was too good an opportunity to 
miss. out came my deck of cards, and 
for the next 20 minutes, until other 
guests began to arrive, I performed for 
the entire staff that had gathered around 
my table. They applauded at the end of 
my performance.

With the permission of the super-
visor I gave each staff member an 
inscribed color 8 x 10 photograph, 
and they in turn gave me a smile and 
a thank you. one of the servers said to 
me, “I wish you could stay longer,” to 
which I responded, “So do I, but I hope 
to return.”

At the airport, my two translators 
watched me from the other side of a 
glass partition as I went through secu-
rity and headed toward my plane. They 
stood there, with their backs to the 
guards, and they were weeping. “How 
do you feel about having come so far?” 
a reporter for the Rodong Sinmun, the 

ruling party’s official newspaper, had 
asked me the day before. I had answered, 
“Seven thousand miles is a short distance 
to travel to be with friends.” 

Like every artistic endeavor, I have 
learned, magic crosses all international 
borders, touches all people, and has no 
political dimensions.

•
In SHoW BUSIneSS there is a saying. 
It’s one thing to be booked the first time; 
the real test is will we be invited back? 
every day since that 2009 trip, I carried a 
thought: I want to return. 

I got my wish two years later. Kim 
Jong Il ordered up an extraordinary 
production, authorized a huge budget, 
and assigned the project to Kim chol 
and Kim Taek Song. They were to call 
it Grand Magic. on May 4, 2011, I saw 
the sixth of seven performances, where I 
was told that another American—former 
President Jimmy carter—had seen it the 
week before my arrival.

Along with a team of 36 directors, 
supervisors, and specialists, as well as a 
cast of 40, they incorporated gorgeous 
electronic displays, changing background 
scenes, fireworks, elements of the circus, 
elegant dance and acrobatics, and tradi-
tional music into a magic show on a scale 
rarely seen anywhere in the world.

A notable feature was the venue. The 
150,000-seat open-air stadium had 
been constructed in 1989 for the 13th 

World Festival of youth and Students. 
The structure’s scalloped roof features 
16 arches arranged in a ring so that it 
resembles a blooming parachute. Its total 
floor space is over 2.2 million square feet 
across eight stories with a sliding roof at 
more than 197 feet from the ground.

Upon entering this massive structure, 
visitors were greeted by a 
blue-lit proscenium stage 
with a performance space 
measuring 118 feet wide 
and 147 feet deep. Pre-
show geometric images 
projected on two giant 
screens adjacent to the 
stage danced in time to 
stereophonic music, while 
scenic panoramas played 
on two more screens. 

In front of the stage, three hexagonal 
platforms resembled the rings of a circus. 
More lighting instruments than I could 
possibly count contributed to the won-
derfully evocative special effects to come.

Promptly at 8:30, the lights dimmed to 
reveal two huge gold clocks projected on 
the screens. A second hand ticked away 
and then the stadium went dark. A giant 
screen upstage-center came alive and we 
were transported with breathtaking speed 
through meteors and planets to the earth 
to a silhouette of the Korean Peninsula 
from which blazed a comet-like shower 
of yellow stars.

The stars rose from the screen into the 
air and landed with an explosion of fire-
works and smoke onto a platform center 
stage to reveal an actor dressed in a white 
sequined suit and gold lame cape. 

over the next 45 minutes he caused 
a motorcycle and its rider to vanish in a 
cloud of smoke; levitated and then van-
ished a Pyongyang city bus packed with 
waving passengers; produced a horse 
and an elephant; and materialized a fully 
operational, 1.2 ton helicopter which lift-
ed into the air, flew backward, and later 
played a major role in the show’s finale.

Afterward, 54-year-old Kim chol told 
me that the show represented for him 
the culmination of a life in magic. “My 
son and daughter,” he said, “know that 
the happiest times in their father’s life are 
when he finds out a new method, a new 
idea, and uses that in his own production 
and with his own style.”

Later that evening, after I’d met with 
the performers, one of the officials gave 
me a tight hug and said in confidence: 
“We are aware of tensions between 
your government and ours, and yet you 
dared to come.” Then he added, “you 
are always welcome here” to which I 
responded, “one day I hope to be able to 
speak those words in America to some of 
your own magicians.”

That remark led to a meeting with Kim 
Taek Song, Kim chol, myself and oth-
ers as we discussed how we might put 
into place a people-to-people exchange 
between our two countries.

•
TWeLVe MonTHS LATeR, thanks to 
the approval of the north Korean govern-

North Korean children entertain the guests

North Korea’s lead magician, Kim Taek Song (center) after discussing a future 
people-to-people exchange with (from left): Yuji Yasuda, Dr. Jae Hwe Ku, 
Dale Salwak, and Ryan Salwak
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ment and the generous financial support 
of three magic-loving sponsors—former 
Los Angeles Times foreign affairs edi-
tor Robert W. Gibson, his wife, esme, 
and former Harvard University Marshal 
(and Senior Lecturer in Social Studies), 
Richard M. Hunt—I was able to bring 
with me a delegation of American magi-
cians—Rich Bloch, Danny and Stacey 
cole, and my son, Ryan—along with Dr. 
Jae Hwe Ku, Director of the U.S.-Korea 
Institute, as the first step toward what 
I hope will be a long-lasting cultural 
exchange similar to that which the U.S. 
had with the Soviet Union for 30 years. I 
continue to be involved in that long pro-
cess through the appropriate channels.

I am well aware that the tiny slice of 
north Korea I have seen and the people 
I have met represent the elite, privileged 
class. But my hope is for the entire coun-
try and all of its people.

Sometimes small inroads can make a 
difference. over 40 years ago, the game 
of ping-pong helped build a diplomatic 
bridge to china. The time may be right 
for magic to help build a similar bridge 
between the United States and the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.

As Rich Bloch said upon our return 
in 2012, “If our efforts in Pyongyang 
at bridging cultural differences result 
in some greater communication and 
understanding, magic will have played a 
unique and profoundly important role.”

I am returning in 2013 and again in 
2014 to keep the dialogue open. 

Dale Salwak, center, with Yuji Yasuda and Kim Chol outside the 150,000-seat 
Rungrado May Day Stadium, site of Grand Magic

ToP: Entire cast of Grand Magic assembles at 
the finale. MIDDlE: An elephant and a horse 
appear in previously empty cabinets. AbovE: 
lead performer in Grand Magic is about to 
levitate, then vanish a Pyongyang city bus

lead performer in Grand Magic appears in an explosion of fireworks


