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In August 2013 Austria’s capital city Vienna will almost certainly be visited by thousands of Korean tourists. But 77 years ago Korean arrivals in Vienna were so rare that one is tempted to celebrate the discovery that in August 1936 one rare bird from this “colonized” nation made his way to the former capital of the bygone Habsburg empire as a precious piece of information in its own right. But there is much more about the story that began with this arrival.

The name of the Korean was Han Hŭng-su and he came not as a tourist but as a prospective student. Although he did not intend to stay for so long, this then 27-years old young man had turned 39 when he was welcomed back in his home country by his wife and already grown-up sons. After two years in Vienna and one in Berne, he earned his Ph.D. at Fribourg (Switzerland). He was hired by the Museum of Ethnology in Vienna but soon started to commute between Vienna and Prague. From 1945 onwards his sole place of residence was Prague, where he became a catalyzing force behind the creation of Korean studies in what was then Czechoslovakia. While working in Prague, Han succeeded in obtaining the highest academic recognition at the University of Vienna, a “Habilitation” that in his case meant teaching credentials for the subject “cultural history of East Asia.” He authored, in German, a history of Korea and had it published in Czech; he translated and edited hundreds of pages of Korean literature into German and Czech and vice versa; and he wrote numerous articles for the general public in support of Korean independence and the emerging separate North Korean state, as well as academically on Korean and East Asian history and culture. 

Han Hŭng-su was one the numerous Korean intellectuals who supported North Korea, and he used the first really good opportunity to go to Pyongyang. Since it was not about just going there but about an invitation that would guarantee him an adequate living, finding the financial means for the journey and for an orderly dispatch of his materials took three years until this occasion opened up. During the subsequent four years in the newly established DPRK, he managed to become the highest ranking person in charge of all North Korean museums and historical sites. But like many others who opted for the North, his swift rise turned into a sudden fall when he was purged around the end of the Korean War. And despite all his former activities and his considerable bulk of publications, he ended up a “forgotten man”, not only in both Koreas but also in Central Europe.

Until very recently, many of the biographical facts as well as the many achievements of this capable and hard-working Korean scholar, who in different historical circumstances could have become a noted historian and the leading archaeologist of his nation, were veiled in mist. As not much was known about him for sure, there was a regular supply of “legends” and hear-say mixed with accidentally acquired hard facts. Even such basic information as Han Hŭng-su’s date of birth, the dates and places of his stay in Europe etc. were often incorrect.
 The same applied to assessments of his work – some knew about Han’s older Korean texts on prehistory but as a rule had no idea whatsoever about the fact that this same man had also authored a book on history of Korea published in Czech, or that he was an early translator of Korean fiction into German. Maybe the full scope of his work is still not fully uncovered.

Three years of occasional studies in archives in Austria, the Czech Republic, Japan and Switzerland and the re-discovery of long-forgotten manuscripts and notes, some hundreds of unorganized pages, were a crucial starting point for thorough research. All in all, there are unpublished texts by Han in the university libraries or archives in Vienna, Leiden, Groningen and Fribourg, and even in such an “improbable” place as the archive of the former East German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Against the backdrop of this much richer horizon the authors venture to present a new picture of this outstanding Korean personality.

Han Hŭng-su was born on 29 September 1909 into a wealthy family in Songdo (now Kaesŏng). He spent seven semesters at Sophia University
 in Tokyo in 1930-36 and then left for Europe. When he arrived in Austria in 1936, he was, despite his young age, not a novice but already a committed young researcher and the author of articles for the leading academic journal Chindan hakpo and of essays and other contributions to the leftist intellectual journal Pip’an. His travel from Korea to Vienna was an educational journey, as he stayed in Moscow, Warsaw and Cracow, visiting museums and meeting local scholars. He described this in a travelogue that was published in six installments in the Chosŏn Ilbo in March 1937, and also in letters sent to his friend Yi Pyŏng-do (1896-1989), then editor of Chindan hakpo, who was so impressed that he decided to publish part of it.
Having spent his first two years at the University of Vienna, Han moved to Switzerland, a move that in some way was related to the “Anschluß”, Hitler’s incorporation of Austria into Germany in March 1938. In Switzerland he attended the University of Bern (1938-39) and a year later he received his Ph.D. at the University of Fribourg. Seemingly very determined, he pursued his dream and became an accomplished scholar whose teachers were leaders in their respective academic fields, a crème de la crème of German-speaking archeologists and ethnographers, such as the German Wilhelm Schmidt, Austrians Oswald Menghin and Hugo Obermaier or the Swiss Otto Tschumi.

Han Hŭng-su met other Koreans living and working in Europe. His closest contact became another archaeologist: To Yu-ho (1905-82), nowadays often dubbed the “father of North Korean archaeology”, who had arrived in Vienna earlier and whom Han saw as his “older brother”. They shared similar interests and most probably had close relations for many years. Han Hŭng-su might also have met another later-to-be-important Korean archaeologist, the first director of Seoul’s National Museum, Kim Chae-wŏn (1909-1990), who had earned, in 1934, a Ph.D. in Munich and lived in Belgium till the outbreak of World War II.
With World War II in Europe taking over the whole continent, Han Hŭng-su’s situation became complicated. Eager to go back home, he sent “18 boxes of books” to Korea in preparation for an overland journey back to his home country via the Trans-Siberian railway. But two days before he could embark on that trip, that he had already booked, Germany attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941. With no chance of getting to Korea overland anymore, Han traveled from Switzerland to Stettin (now Szczecin, Poland) to recover the boxes with his valuable belongings. Probably on his way back from there, around the turn of 1940/41, Han seems to have stayed for a couple of weeks or months in Berlin. According to a quite reliable source he could no longer stay in Switzerland, being prohibited because of “contacts with the Swiss Communist party”. If this is true, his unwilling departure from Switzerland could be the reason why his excellent dissertation on megalithic culture in Korea, written in German, remained unpublished, although there are hints that it was prepared for printing. 

Thus, in August 1941, Han Hŭng-su settled back in Vienna and started his employment at the prestigious Museum für Völkerkunde (Museum of Ethnology) two months later. According to contemporary documents, Han was praised for being an “extraordinarily efficient worker, both museum-wise as well as academically” and also “a model in terms of discipline”. In conclusion, he was even labeled as “indispensable” for the Museum since he was the “only expert of the Chinese, Korean and Japanese languages and scripts”. It is thus not surprising that his habilitation thesis was accepted by the University of Vienna in 1946 (formally the whole process was finalized only in 1947), and it was printed in the newly founded, soon to be prestigious, journal Archiv für Völkerkunde. By then, Han had already left Vienna for Prague, the capital of the liberated Czechoslovakia.

He came to Prague due to a shortage of experts on the Far East in Central Europe during World War II. From 1942 Han Hŭng-su was “shared” with the Orientální ústav (Oriental Institute) in Prague. Han’s life during the war can be, roughly at least, reconstructed on the basis of documents preserved in archives in Vienna and Prague. At first he was employed in the Museum of Ethnology via a “work-contract”, thus not as a regular employee. A very similar arrangement was made with the Oriental Institute. 
Thus, Han Hŭng-su regularly commuted, from 1942 onwards, between Vienna and Prague, and he was even given an extra allowance to do so. He served as scientific adviser for the preparation of a representative exhibition on Japan which finally opened in February 1943 in the Uměleckoprůmyslové museum (Museum of Applied Arts) in Prague. By that time he had become an integral part of a group of Orientalists working there. He gained the respect of leading Czech Sinologist Jaroslav Průšek (1906-1980), a driving force behind the Oriental Institute. Průšek saw Han as a great asset to widen the scope of the Oriental Institute’s research on the Far East. In Prague, Han met also other people interested in Korea, its culture and history, and started courses on Korean language. The fact, that he has (along with Průšek) taught Japanese and Chinese is remarkable enough. But that he even taught Korean (in a country then occupied by the ally of Japan) before Korea’s liberation, a period known as the darkest of those “dark” days in Korean history, a time, when in Korea itself next to nothing was allowed to be published in Korean, is really extraordinary.
As a rule, Han Hŭng-su went to Prague once every month for two weeks, as he also started working for the Náprstkovo museum (Náprstek Museum) cataloguing there its Asian collections. And there was another reason why he more and more preferred Prague to Vienna, as he there had a colleague with whom he established a very special relationship: Huberta Algermissen (1903-1997). Han lived in her house and she was at least his closest friend if not companion. Algermissen also served as Han’s German-language editor, and thus was instrumental for Han as he pursued his various ambitions. 

But it was only after the liberation of both Czechoslovakia and Austria that Han Hŭng-su could start working freely and he published instantly and passionately in favour of the Korean and North Korean cause. While still teaching and working at the Oriental Institute, Han contributed popular articles on Korean culture and history to various Czechoslovak magazines as well as more academic articles to the then established and still existing Oriental Institute’s periodical Nový Orient. During a mere three years, Han published (with the significant help of his Czech and German friends and colleagues) an altogether quite astonishing number of texts, usually short essays, in Czech, all of these based on drafts written in German and edited and sometimes translated into Czech by Huberta Algermissen (aka Kimová
). 

Maybe the significant Czechoslovak interest in Korea provided Han with the motivation to work on his main achievement of this period, a more than fifty thousand words long, concise history of Korea, written in German and finalized some time around turn of 1947/48. It is not strictly a chronological history, but rather a social and cultural history, as a significant part of every chapter narrates not only historical events, but also offers an introduction to daily life and social structures. Moreover, information on contemporary Korean culture and arts is also given. Alas, Han Hŭng-su did not find a German-language publisher and so his book only appeared in Czech translation under the title Korea včera a dnes (Korea Yesterday and Today, 1949, exp. 1952). As this was the very first – and for many years the only – book on the history of Korea, it was widely used in Czechoslovakia well into the 1960s. Han never had the satisfaction of seeing an edition of the original German text, but one typescript served as a welcome reference tool for East German diplomats, the proof of this being the worn copy that was found in the archive of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the German Democratic Republic.

In parallel to his other activities, Han Hŭng-su pursued another goal – the promotion of Korean literature abroad. In 1947 he succeeded in publishing a tiny book, Zwölf Monatsgeschichten und andere Volkserzählungen aus Korea, with Korean folk tales retold by him in German. Han could even have published much more, since he left a number of unpublished translations, more or less ready for publication. Among the hundreds of pages of manuscripts now available to the authors, there are almost 200 pages of translations from Korean into German. One special bundle of six short stories has even a hand-written cover sheet with a table of contents that is headed by the overall-title “A Small Selection of the Modern Korean Literature”. The collection would have needed some more editing, but was not far off the mark.
 

Although German was the medium he used, Han strove for the promotion of Korean literature among the Czechoslovak audience. It may be assumed that he was in some way behind the publication of the Czech collection of Korean tales Démantové hory (The Diamond Mountains, 1947). The stories contained here were retold by Vlasta Hilská (1909-1968), a Czech Japanologist and the wife of Průšek, whom Han also briefly taught Korean. But the most important contribution in this field was a joint work with his best disciple, Alois Pultr (1906-1992), a translation of the modern Korean classic novel Taeha by Kim Nam-ch’ŏn. It saw two different Czech editions under the title Proud (1947, 1950), becoming the first modern Korean novel ever translated into any European language. 

All this was possible only due to Han Hŭng-su’s zeal and five years of hard work as the first teacher of Korean language in Prague. For his Czech students, a group that comprised already accomplished linguists as well as novices, Han even prepared a sort of a Korean textbook, which was mimeographed (no surviving copy has been traced as yet), and became a basic source for Pultr’s own Czech-language Korean textbook Učebnice korejštiny (1949, exp. 1954), later on translated into German. Without Han Hŭng-su, Korean studies in Prague would never have been established so quickly (Prague’s Charles University is proud of being the second European university to have started a fully-fledged Korean studies program as early as in 1950).

While in Europe, Han Hŭng-su remained in contact with his homeland and after the end of World War II, he was in touch with people in South as well as North Korea, and even some individuals in the United States. It seems that no correspondence from that time has survived, but the publication of the Czech translation of Taeha was immediately covered in at least two dailies in Seoul, Maeil sinbo and Chayu sinmun, and Han’s own articles clearly show that he was well aware of the developments in both parts of the divided Korea. Thanks to his contacts, he attracted to Prague a few more Koreans. A friend from Vienna, the architect Kim Kyung-han (1912-?), joined him in 1945 but left for the United States in 1946. Two more Korean Americans followed suit. Alice Hyun (1903-1956?) left her job for USAMGIK and travelled via Prague, where she spent a couple of months in 1949 teaching Korean at the Oriental Institute, to Pyongyang, there joining her close friend Pak Hŏn-yŏng and working as his assistant until they were both purged. Han Hŭng-su also arranged a scholarship for Alice Hyun’s son Wellington Chung (1927-1963?), who studied medicine and stayed in Czechoslovakia until at least the late 1950s. The last Korean whose stay in Prague was in some way organized by Han was Harold W. Sunoo (b. 1918), who – while teaching– completed his PhD at Charles University in Prague in 1950. On his return to the United States he was questioned by the Committee on Un-American Activities disclosing a.o. some details about his cooperation with Han Hŭng-su.
Not much is known about the last stage of Han Hŭng-su’s life in North Korea. He travelled via Moscow, but he would not have made it to Pyongyang, had he not been financially supported by noted writer Jarmila Glazarová, who was a cultural attaché at the Czechoslovak embassy in Moscow and published a short article about their meeting. Han Hŭng-su was at first teaching at Kim Il-sung University (probably at the sociology department, in July 1948), but with the support of local friends, he swiftly rose through the ranks. He was helped by To Yu-ho, who was already well established, and assisted presumably by such important dignitaries of the regime as Kim Nam-ch’ŏn, then the influential secretary of the Korean Federation of Literature and Art, and Pak Hŏn-yŏng, leader of the Domestic faction, whose close friend Alice Hyun was then in Prague. In November 1948, Han received promotion to the chairmanship of the newly established Commission for the Preservation of Cultural Property, which was under the direct supervision of the DPRK’s cabinet of ministers. From then on, Han became the crucial personality in the field of archaeology and prehistory in the DPRK. Not only did he publish four academic articles, but he also tried to establish a North Korean heritage preservation system and was involved in the establishment of new museums and in archaeological research. But all these activities were soon halted by the Korean War. 

Immediately after the occupation of Seoul by North Korean forces, Han Hŭng-su seems to have travelled with a few colleagues to visit the local museums. At the end of 1950 he was most probably, like many other important North Korean figures, in the safe harbor of Beijing and he returned to Pyongyang not later than in spring 1951. 

As for the few following months, we know of three Europeans who left some information about him. The first meeting took place in May 1951, when Han Hŭng-su sent a letter to his friend Huberta Kimová. Through the good services of Miluše Svatošová (1909-?), the Czechoslovak member of the pro-North Commission of the Women’s International Democratic Federation for the Investigation of Crimes Committed in Korea, Han also most probably enclosed a 27-page long German-language manuscript covering the recent developments in Korea from 1948 to 1951, which was later translated into Czech and published in the 2nd edition of his book on the history of Korea. 

Approximately at the same time, Han met the Hungarian journalist Tibor Méray (b. 1924), author of no less than five books on Korea in Hungarian (all published in 1952), who spent fourteen months on the peninsula as a war correspondent. And the very last time that Han is mentioned in an available contemporary source is in April 1952. Earlier in that year, the Austrian communist, lawyer and university professor Heinrich Brandweiner (1910-1997) visited the DPRK. Han accompanied this Austrian, showing him some recently discovered archaeological sights as well as the destructions caused by American bombings. Both Europeans, Brandweiner as well as Méray, describe Han as an outstanding expert on Korean culture; they mention his great language skills (although both seem to have communicated with him only in German) and also his unique knowledge of Europe and its culture and history. 

There is no direct or indirect mention of Han Hŭng-su after that. As intellectuals of geographically Southern origin began to be placed under government scrutiny and as attacks on cosmopolitanism and “old intellectuals” were aiming at people with backgrounds such as his, Han might have came on the radar. According to credible sources he engaged in a divisive academic debate with To Yu-ho that left him with the blame of “representing the bourgeois viewpoints”, a verdict that sealed many a fate. At any rate, there are various indications that Han’s “disappearance” means that he was one of the many victims of NorthKorean purges of that time. 

Thus ended the career (and probably the life) of this outstanding man. Maybe he was relocated to a school at Kangye, where he died soon afterwards, as is stated in a not very reliable North Korea Reseach Centre database. Libor Pecl (b. 1934), the very first Korean-speaking Czechoslovak diplomat, who served in Pyongyang in the second half of the 1950s, knew Han’s books, but never met him. Pecl only noted that Han and his friends had disappeared and “it was not wise to search for them. Nobody knew them or had ever heard about them.”
The authors would like to extend their thanks to Koreanists Miriam Löwensteinová and Zdenka Klöslová, archaeologist Lee Ki-seong, and historians Karel Sieber and Gabriele Anderl for sharing various information and sources.
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朝鮮民俗學의 樹立을爲하여 [For the establishment of Korean ethnography]. Munhwa yumul, 2, 1950, pp. 2-18.
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Chinesische Mauer und japanische Burg. [Chinese wall and Japanese castle]. Asien. Berichte, 15-16, 1942, pp. 39-49. [Tr. into Czech as Čínská zeď a japonský hrad. Nový Orient, 1947-48/7-8, pp. 155-158.]
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Korea pod japonským jhem [Korea under the Japanese Yoke]. Tvorba, 1945/10, pp. 149-150.

Korea volá na pomoc Rudou armádu. Země ve jhu fašistického Japonska [Korea calls the Red Army for help. A country under the Yoke of fascist Japan]. Práce, 12 Aug 1945, p. 2. [= Interview with Han Hŭng-su]

Korejec mluví k československým přátelům [Korean talks to his Czechoslovak friends]. Tep soudobého života, 27 Sep 1945, p. 12.
Kulturní činnost korejského národa [The cultural activities of the Korean nation]. Tep soudobého života, 10 Oct 1945, p. 5.

Osvobozená Korea. Země, kterou poznáváme a milujeme [Liberated Korea. A country we discover and love]. Nedělní noviny, 14 Oct 1945, pp. 6-7. [Signed as Mira] 
Co o nás nevíte [What you don’t know about us (= Koreans)]. Zeměpisný magazin , 1945-46/1, pp. 14-15.

Korea, Včera a dnes [Korea, yesterday and today]. Nový Orient, 1945-46/1, pp. 4-5.

Pekingský člověk [Homo Pekinensis]. Nový Orient, 1945-46/2, pp. 24-25.

Byl Marco Polo skutečně v Číně? [Has Marco Polo really been to China?]. Nový Orient, 1945-46/7, pp. 13-17. 

Huang-ho, kolébka východoasijské kultury [Huang He river, the cradle of East Asian culture]. Zeměpisný magazin, 1945-46/13-14, pp. 450-455.

Ještě jednou Korea [Again Korea]. Nedělní noviny, 8 Dec 1946.

Poznámky o “dějinách Číny a její kultury” od Cui Či [Notes on “The history of China and its Culture” by Cui Zhi]. Nový Orient, 1946-47/8, pp. 20-21.
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Andreas Schirmer is Assistant Professor at the section for Korean Studies/ Department for East Asian Studies, University of Vienna. In 2012 he organized, with support by the Korea Foundation, the conference “Koreans and citizens of the Habsburg-monarchy (or its successor states) – Informal contacts until 1950.” 

His keen interest in Han Hŭng-su was triggered in a seminar by Prof. Chun Kyung-soo at Seoul National University in 2008. Confronted with three addresses where Han lived in Vienna, Schirmer realized that this was the same man as the author of that mysterious collection of Korean folk-tales printed by a Viennese publisher in 1947, spotted from time to time at a flea-market, and also the same man as the author of that puzzling typescript on the Korean Stone Age stored in the small Korean-Studies library that he had been responsible for from 1999 to 2004.
� The main aim of this text is to give an outline of Han Hŭng-su’s life and achievements while introducing a part of his, until now, unpublished English-language text on Korean megalithic culture dated ca. 1940. As our article is only a digest, the text knowingly lacks full quotations of the archival sources and literature. The detailed study, including bibliography of published and unpublished works by Han Hŭng-su, is to be found in Schirmer/Lewarth (eds.): Koreans and Danubians. Informal contacts till 1950. Wien: Praesens [forthcoming].


� E.g. the North Korean Resource Center of the National Library of Korea stores biographical references of Han Hŭng-su in their database, but not even his date of birth is given correctly. The main mistakes are: “1936: studies abroad in Czech, 1939: as Prague is occupied by Germany, he moves to the East” (retrieved July 2012). Similar mistakes are found in various articles, where one can read that Han Hŭng-su graduated in Vienna or Prague (actually: Fribourg) or that he lived in Czechoslovakia since the 1930s (actually: he went to Prague in 1942) etc.


� Nothing is known about Han’s stay in Japan. Sophia University was approached by the authors in 2012, but no evidence about his studies was found.


� After divorce from her German husband, the troubled Huberta Algermissen needed to gain a status that would allow her to stay in post-war Czechoslovakia, and under these circumstance Han arranged, we have reasons to assume, a marriage of convenience with his Korean friend Kim Kyung-han. As she wanted to hide her German connection she adopted her second husband´s name and thus started using the name Huberta Kimová, and simultaneously also various variants, such as Ertie Algermissen, Ertie Kim(ová) and even a pseudo-Korean name (“Kim Yn-ai”).


� The selection contains some moderate examples of what became the North Korean style of social realistic didactic literature, but it also contains two veritable gems. One is the masterful short story Memilggot p'il muryŏp (When the buckwheat blooms) by Yi Hyo-sŏk [Lee Hyo-seok], written in 1936, which still holds a firm place in Korea’s history of literature as an all-time favourite of critics and readers alike. But even more interesting is Han’s translation of another significant work of Korean literature. It is the short novel Haebang chŏnhu (Before and after the liberation) written by one of the most beloved Korean writers at that time, Yi T’ae-jun and published in August 1946. The German translation thus was made very soon after publication and it is fair to say that at that time no one translated a comparably important piece of Korean literature as fast as Han. Also of interest is the fact that during the translation process some very telling “adjustments” were made (e.g.: in the original mention is made of three North Korean generals; in the translation only Kim Il-Sung’s name is left).
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