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Choi Chang-hak’s 1981 Atomic Bomb Novel Cemetery on
the Beach and Korean Atomic Bomb Victims

Lee, Haeng-seon

Assistant Professor of Kookmin University, Liberal Arts College

This study discusses Cemetery on the Beach, an atomic bomb novel written in
1981 by Choi Chang-hak (1941-2020). The late 1970s, when Choi envisioned this
novel, was a period when the end of the détente opened an accelerating nuclear
arms race between the United States (US) and the Soviet Union. Witnessing the the
Soviet Union’s SS-20 deployment, the air strikes on Afghanistan, and US President
Reagan’s intervension, Choi turned his eyes to the atomic bombs of World War IL
At the time, the Korean victims of the Hiroshima atomic bombs were also
experiencing changes. On October 8, 1980, the two governments of Korea and
Japan decided to take the Korean victims to Japan for medical treatment. Choi put
together his ideas for the novel in the 1970s amid the news of the new Hapcheon
Atomic Bomb Victims Medical Center, the court’s ruling in favor of Son Jin-doo, a
victim of the Hiroshima atomic bombs, and the medical treatment for Korean
atomic bomb survivors in Japan. At a time when the Son Jin-doo lawsuit opened a
small window for Korean atomic bomb survivors to obtain the Japanese Hibakusha
Techo (booklet certifying atomic bomb victims) and go to Japan for medical
treatment, what of the Korean atomic bomb victims attracted Choi’s attention and
what did Choi seek to deliver to the readers on their behalf? A messenger narrating
the history of war and its victims is compelled to worry over what to write and
how. Since Cemetery on the Beach is a product of such worries, it is necessary to

uncover the novel’s literary strategy and effects.
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