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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF A
KOREAN BOYHOOD
CHRONICLE

In  the  vast  landscape
of  modern  literature,
few works capture the
intersection of personal
memory  and  national
trauma with  the quiet
grace of  Lost Names
S c e n e s  F r o m  A
Korean  Boyhood
Richard  E  Kim.  This

semi-autobiographical
novel, first published in
1970,  remains  a  vital
window into the Korean
exper ience  under
Japanese colonial  rule.
For readers seeking to
u n d e r s t a n d  h o w
ord inary  fami l ies
preserved their dignity
and identity during one
of  the  20th  century's
most  painful  chapters,
this  book  offers  an
intimate,  child's-eye
view  of  history.  The
narrative  follows  a
young  Korean  boy  as
he  navigates  the  loss
o f  h i s  n a m e ,  h i s
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language,  and  h is
her i tage—only  to
discover  that  some
things  can  never  be
truly taken away.
M o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a
historical  document,
Lost  Names  Scenes
F r o m  A  K o r e a n
Boyhood  Richard  E
Kim is a meditation on
res i l ience,  fami ly
bonds,  and the subtle
acts of resistance that
define  a  people  under
occupation.  The  story
unfolds  across  seven
interconnected scenes,
each  one  marking  a
turning  point  in  the
boy's understanding of
the  world.  From  the
forced  adoption  of
Japanese names to the
q u i e t  s o r r o w  o f
watching elders bow to
foreign authority, Kim's
prose  t rans fo rms
political  oppression
into  deeply  personal
moments  of  loss  and
discovery.  The  book's

enduring relevance lies
in its ability to speak to
universal  themes:  the
search for identity, the
weight  of  history,  and
the  power  of  memory
t o  s h a p e  w h o  w e
become.
This  article  explores
the historical backdrop,
the  author's  unique
perspective, the major
t h e m e s ,  a n d  t h e
lasting  impact  of  this
remarkable work. We'll
also consider why Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
R i c h a r d  E  K i m
continues  to  resonate
with  readers  across
g e n e r a t i o n s  a n d
cultures,  offering
lessons about courage,
i den t i t y ,  and  the
human  sp i r i t  that
r e m a i n  u r g e n t l y
relevant  today.

WHO WAS
RICHARD E. KIM? A
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LIFE SHAPED BY
LOSS

From
Colonized
Korea to
Global
Citizen
Richard  E.  Kim  was
b o r n  i n  1 9 3 2  i n
Hamhung,  a  coastal
city  in  what  is  now
N o r t h  K o r e a .  H e
experienced  firsthand
the final brutal years of
Japanese  occupation,
the chaos of World War
II, the division of Korea,
and the devastation of
the Korean War. These
experiences  formed
the  bedrock  of  h is
literary  voice.  After
s tudy ing  in  South
Korea,  Kim  moved  to

the  United  States,
w h e r e  h e  e a r n e d
advanced  degrees
f r om  p res t i g i ous
institutions  including
Harvard  and  Johns
Hopkins.  His  unique
posit ion—an  Asian
au tho r  w r i t i ng  i n
English  about  Korean
history—gave  him  a
rare  vantage  point
f rom  which  to  te l l
stories of his homeland
to a Western audience.

The Man
Behind
the
Masterpie
ce
Kim's career as a writer
and professor spanned
decades,  but  Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood



4

4 Lost Names Scenes From A Korean
Boyhood Richard E Kim

2023-04-06

R i c h a r d  E  K i m
rema ins  h i s  mos t
celebrated  work.  The
book  draws  directly
from his own childhood
during  the  1930s  and
early  1940s.  Unlike
many  memoirs  that
rely on adult reflection,
Kim  preserves  the
i n n o c e n c e  a n d
confusion of youth. The
narrator's  voice  is
c l e a r - e y e d  y e t
vulnerable,  observing
the adult world with a
child's  mixture of  fear
and  fascination.  Kim
once said  that  writing
the book was an act of
recovery—a  way  to
reclaim the names and
stories  that  colonial
pol icy  had  tr ied  to
erase.  This  personal
investment  gives  the
n a r r a t i v e  a n
authenticity  that  no
amount  of  historical
r e s e a r c h  c o u l d
replicate.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: KOREA
UNDER JAPANESE
RULE (1910–1945)

The
Policy of
Cultural
Erasure
To  fully  appreciate
Lost  Names  Scenes
F r o m  A  K o r e a n
Boyhood  Richard  E
Kim ,  readers  must
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
oppressive  reality  of
Japanese  colonialism.
After annexing Korea in
1 9 1 0 ,  J a p a n
i m p l e m e n t e d  a
systematic program of
cultural  assimilation.
Koreans were forced to
a d o p t  J a p a n e s e
surnames  and  given
names, forbidden from
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speaking  their  own
language  in  schools,
and  compe l led  to
worsh ip  at  Sh into
shr ines.  The  " lost
names"  of  the  tit le
refer  directly  to  this
policy  of  sōshi-kaimei,
which  aimed  to  strip
K o r e a n s  o f  t h e i r
ancestral identities. For
a people whose lineage
and  names  carried
centuries  of  meaning,
this  was  a  profound
violation.

Everyday
Resistanc
e and
Survival
Beyond  official
histories,  Kim's  novel
illuminates the quieter
forms  of  resistance
that  sustained  Korean
fami l ies .  Parents

secretly  taught  their
children Korean stories
a t  h o m e .  E l d e r s
preserved genealogical
records  hidden  from
authorities.  Neighbors
r i s k e d  a r r e s t  t o
celebrate  traditional
holidays.  The  boy  in
Lost  Names  Scenes
F r o m  A  K o r e a n
Boyhood  Richard  E
K i m  l e a r n s  t h a t
identity is not simply a
matter  of  official
papers—it is carried in
the  heart  and  passed
d o w n  t h r o u g h
whispered  stories,
shared  meals,  and
small  acts  of  defiance.
T h i s  e v e r y d a y
resistance  forms  the
emotional  core  of  the
book and explains why
it remains a touchstone
for  generat ions  of
Korean  readers.

THE THEMES AND
SCENES OF LOST
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NAMES

The
Weight of
a Name
The  opening  scene  of
the novel, which gives
the  book  i t s  t i t le ,
recounts  the  day  the
boy's  fami ly  must
register  a  Japanese
surname.  The  family
gathers  in  hushed
tension,  aware  that
they  are  being  forced
t o  b e t r a y  t h e i r
ancestors  with  this
bureaucratic  act.  The
boy watches his father,
usually  a  figure  of
strength, struggle with
the  decis ion.  This
scene  establishes  the
central  theme:  names
are not mere labels but
carriers  of  memory,
belonging, and dignity.
Th roughou t  Lost

Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
Richard  E  Kim,  the
p r o t a g o n i s t ' s
understanding of what
it means to have—and
t o  l o s e — a  n a m e
deepens  with  each
passing  chapter.

The
Teacher
Who
Sparked
a
Conscien
ce
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
memorable  scenes
involves  a  Korean
teacher  who  secretly
gives lessons in Korean
history  and  language,
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risking  his  safety  to
preserve  culture.  For
the  boy,  this  teacher
becomes  a  symbol  of
intellectual  and  moral
courage.  The  scene
highlights  the  role  of
educators  in  colonial
Korea,  who  served  as
g u a r d i a n s  o f  a
threatened heritage. It
a lso  speaks  to  the
broader  theme  o f
mentorship  and  the
transmission of  values
across  generations.
Kim's portrayal  of  this
teacher  i s  deep ly
r e s p e c t f u l ,
acknowledging  the
quiet heroism of those
w h o  r e f u s e d  t o
surrender their culture.

The
Father

Figure as
Moral
Anchor
T h e  b o y ' s  f a t h e r
appears  throughout
the  narrat ive  as  a
complex  figure—proud
yet  pragmatic,  gentle
yet  fiercely  protective.
In one poignant scene,
the father takes his son
to  a  field  where  he
points out the remains
o f  a n  o l d  K o r e a n
fortress,  speaking  of
the  ancestors  who
fought  for  their  land.
This  lesson  in  hidden
history becomes a form
of  resistance.  The
fa ther ' s  example
teaches  the  boy  that
courage  sometimes
m e a n s  e n d u r i n g
humiliation  without
los ing  one's  inner
compass. Lost Names
S c e n e s  F r o m  A
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Korean  Boyhood
R i c h a r d  E  K i m
portrays  fatherhood
not as authority but as
quiet  guidance  in  the
face  of  overwhelming
outside pressure.

The
Humiliati
on of
Forced
Loyalty
Another  power fu l
scene  descr ibes  a
school assembly where
students  must  bow to
the Japanese emperor.
The  boy  fee l s  the
weight  of  this  forced
loyalty,  sensing  the
hypocrisy  behind  the
official  ceremony.  He
notices  the  clenched
fists  and  downcast
eyes of his classmates.

This  scene  captures
the daily indignities of
colonial  life—the small
betrayals  of  self  that
were  requ i red  for
survival.  Kim  handles
these  moments  with
s u b t l e t y ,  n e v e r
r e s o r t i n g  t o
melodrama.  Instead,
he lets the reader feel
t he  accumu la ted
weariness of  a  people
forced  to  per form
allegiance  to  a  power
they detest.

Liberation
and Its
Complicat
ed
Aftermat
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h
The  final  scene  of  the
novel  depicts  Korea's
l iberation  in  1945.
Rather  than  a  simple
moment  of  triumph,
Kim  presents  it  as  a
time of  confusion and
uncertainty.  The  boy
sees  Japanese  officials
w e e p i n g ,  K o r e a n
collaborators  fleeing,
and  neighbors  turning
on  each  other .  He
realizes that freedom is
not a clean break but a
messy,  often  painful
t r a n s i t i o n .  T h i s
nuanced  treatment  of
liberation  gives  Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
R i chard  E  K im  a
maturity  that  many
coming-of-age  stories
lack. The boy emerges
not  as  a  hero  but  as
someone  who  has
g l i m p s e d  t h e
complexity  of  history

and  must  now  find  his
own  path  forward.

LITERARY STYLE
AND NARRATIVE
APPROACH

A Child's
Perspecti
ve as a
Literary
Device
O n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
s t rengths  o f  Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
Richard E  Kim  is  its
use  of  limited,  child-
focused narration. The
boy  sees  and  hears
more  than  he  ful ly
understands,  allowing
the reader to infer the
deeper  implications  of
events.  When  adults
speak in hushed tones
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about  pol i t ics  and
danger ,  the  ch i ld
r e g i s t e r s  o n l y
fragments—a  word
here,  a gesture there.
This technique creates
dramatic  irony  and
u n d e r s c o r e s  t h e
vulnerability  of  youth
in  times  of  upheaval.
K i m ' s  p r o s e  i s
deceptively simple, but
every sentence carries
weight .  He  avoids
elaborate  description,
i n s t e a d  l e t t i n g
moments  speak  for
themselves.

The
Structure
of
Memory
The  seven  scenes  of
the novel read less like
a continuous plot than
like  photographs  from

a  family  album.  Each
chapter  captures  a
single,  vivid  episode
that  i l luminates  a
la rger  t ru th .  Th is
episodic  structure
m i r r o r s  t h e  w a y
me mory  ac tua l l y
works—not as a linear
narrat ive  but  as  a
series  of  emotionally
charged moments. Kim
deliberately  avoids
connecting  every  dot,
leaving  space  for  the
reader  to  reflect.  The
result  is  a  book  that
feels both intimate and
universal, personal and
historical. Lost Names
S c e n e s  F r o m  A
Korean  Boyhood
Richard E Kim invites
u s  t o  s i t  w i t h  t h e
silence  and  mystery
that surround memory,
just as the boy must sit
with  the  gaps  in  his
own understanding.
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Language
and
Translatio
n in the

Text
Kim wrote the novel in
English,  a  choice  that
c a r r i e s  i t s  o w n
significance.  By  writing
in  the  co lon izer ' s
language (English,  not
Japanese),  Kim  was
a b l e  t o  r e a c h  a n
international  audience
while  also  creating  a
safe distance from the
Japanese  co lonia l
tongue .  The  book
includes  careful ly
placed  Korean  words
a n d  p h r a s e s ,
preserving  fragments
of  the  language  that
Japanese  policy  had
tried  to  erase.  This

b i l i ngua l  tex tu re
enriches  the  reading
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d
reminds  us  that  Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
Richard E Kim is itself
an  ac t  o f  cu l tu ra l
preservation—a written
m o n u m e n t  t o  a
language and heritage
that survived attempts
at annihilation.

IMPACT AND
LEGACY OF LOST
NAMES

Reception
in Korea
and
Abroad
Upon publication, Lost
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
Richard  E  Kim  was
praised for  its  honest,
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unvarnished  portrayal
of colonial life. Korean
reade rs ,  many  o f
w h o m  h a d  l i v e d
through  the  same
period,  recognized the
truth  of  Kim's  scenes.
International  readers
gained a window into a
history that had largely
been  to ld  through
political  and  military
lenses.  The  book  has
been  translated  into
multiple languages and
is  widely  taught  in
universities,  Asian
Amer ican  s tud ies
programs, and courses
o n  c o l o n i a l  a n d
postcolonial  literature.
It  remains a staple of
recommended  reading
for  anyone seeking to
understand  modern
Korean  identity.

Relevanc

e to
Contemp
orary
Issues
In  an  era  o f  r i s ing
nationalism,  debates
over  cultural  identity,
and  the  pol i t ics  of
memory, Lost Names
S c e n e s  F r o m  A
Korean  Boyhood
Richard E Kim speaks
directly  to  our  times.
The story of  a  people
forced to adopt foreign
names  and  suppress
t h e i r  l a n g u a g e
resonates with refugee
communities,  diaspora
popu la t i ons ,  and
a n y o n e  w h o  h a s
experienced  cultural
erasure.  The  novel
offers  a  quiet  yet
powerful reminder that
the  inner  l i fe  o f  a
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peop le  cannot  be
legislated  away.  Its
message of  resilience,
rooted in the particular
experience  of  colonial
Korea,  extends  to  all
who have struggled to
maintain  their  identity
i n  t h e  f a c e  o f
overwhelming pressure
to conform.

Education
al Value
and
Cross-
Generatio
nal
Appeal
For  young  readers,
especially  those  of
Korean  heritage,  the
novel  provides  a  way

to connect with a past
that  might  otherwise
feel  distant.  For  older
readers, it is a vehicle
for  remembrance  and
reflection.  Teachers
value the book for  its
accessible  prose,  its
rich  thematic  content,
and its ability to spark
meaningful discussions
about history, identity,
a n d  e t h i c s .  Los t
Names Scenes From
A  Korean  Boyhood
Richard  E  Kim  has
found a lasting place in
classrooms  and  book
c l u b s  p r e c i s e l y
because it treats young
readers  with  respect,
t r u s t i n g  t h e m  t o
understand  complex
m o r a l  q u e s t i o n s
w i t h o u t
oversimplifying.

WHY THIS BOOK
MATTERS TODAY
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Memory
as
Resistanc

e
I n  o u r  a g e  o f
information  overload
and  fleeting  attention,
Lost  Names  Scenes
F r o m  A  K o r e a n
Boyhood  Richard  E
Kim models a different
kind  of  relationship
with the past. Memory,
in Kim's telling, is  not
passive  recall  but  an
a c t i v e  f o r m  o f
r e s i s t a n c e .  T o
remember is to refuse
erasure.  The  boy's
journey  is  also  the
reader's  journey:  we
learn that history lives
not  just  in  textbooks

but  in  the  stories  our
families tell, the names
we carry, and the small
rituals  we  preserve.
This  understanding  is
especially  valuable  for
younger  generations
w h o  m a y  f e e l
disconnected  from
their  heritage.

A Model
of
Compassi
onate
Storytelli
ng
Kim avoids demonizing
the  Japanese  as  a
people.


