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[ee Hee Sook

The first Korean student who studied
in Scandinavia.
Her experience as an Asian
in the mysterious continent.

Hee Sook Lee. There would be no single word describing
who she is. She decided to leave for Scandinavia because of
a song by Edvard Grieg, Solveig’s Song, and became the
very first student who studied in Scandinavia. Studying
different fields of arts, she has not become an artist and
a scholar.

She is now working in UNESCO as an intangible
cultural property executive, and building her career in
Scandinavia. From her courageous decision to enter
into mysterious land by herself to her endless passion
to grow, you can easily find her strong initiative and
decisiveness. Let’s see how she found herself and what she

experienced on the other side of the earth.
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ergen International Festival with Harald Seeverud. most famous:.cor

The very first touch
with Scandinavia
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Finding Myself,
Scandinavia
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Future of
Scandinavia and Korea
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LEE HEE SOOK

The very first touch with Scandinavia

When she reads poems, she still becomes a girl empathizing herself with the main character in it. In her young
age, she was a very emotional girl following literature teacher and falling in love with him. It is not surprising
to hear that she decided to study in Norway after listening to the Solveig’s Song. She left alone to Scandinavia
and faced the secretive places all by herself.

Already; it is thirty years ago. Back in 1975, when you first decided to go to Norway to study,

how did people around you react?

Back then, girl friends of my age usually got married after graduating college. For those who wish to study
abroad, it was mostly to America, England or Germany. Norway, the country of Viking, was unfamiliar to most
people and me as well. That was what | want; to start looking for bigger dreams in a mysterious land that no
one goes to. | expected my mother to be worried but she was rather happy with my decision. She encouraged
me by saying that | have only life so | better fly away as high as | want.

That is very encouraging. How did you feel when you first visited Scandinavian countries?

As | heard before, the nature was amazing. People were as naive and kind just like the nature. They seemed
to be more surprised than me. Back then, Europeans had huge curiosity for Asian women. Some people even
traveled to unknown land in Asia. | got so much attention only by the fact | am Asian and came from a strange
country called Korea.

‘What was their impression on Korea back then?

Same as people in Korea did not know anything about Scandinavia; they barely knew anything about Korea.
When | first entered art school, | had a native Norwegian Sami classmate. She thought | was also native Sami
because of my black hair and short height. | guess she never imagined that Asian girl would come to study
there.What's more surprising is that there were many young Koreans adopted by Scandinavian people.When
I ran into adopted children and their parents, they just talked to me in Norwegian because they were so happy
to meet another Asian..

It would have been very difficult to settle down in such a different environment in light of their
philosophy or nature. In your book, My Scandinavia, you also mentioned that you had difficulties getting
used to white night.

I lost the sense of time when | first got here. Sometimes the sun was always up in the sky and sometimes never:
Unlike Korea, because there were no four seasons, | couldn't really dress nicely as well. But humans adjust to
where they are. Soon, | longed for not only white nights but the different festivals held in Scandinavia.

I am sure there were days you just could not control missing the old days back home.
Of course. Sometimes, the loneliness just digs into your heart. But again, aren't you happy by the fact that you
actually have time to be lonely? Some people are way too busy to even be lonely.

How did you overcome those days or did you rather enjoy your loneliness?

Loneliness comes when you compare yourself to someone. There were times | went to clubs to forget my
loneliness. But soon after; | realized those people also came for the same reason and | had another feeling of
loneliness. Once you realize that, you just admit the fact that people are born and die alone. Whenever | felt
lonely, | started my daily work and by organizing my books or doing my duty, came happiness and pleasure
to me.

You decided to go study in Scandinavia after hearing Solveig’s Song. Do you have any music you want to
recommend for readers?

| recommend Finlandia by Jean Sibelius. Finlandia is a song composed under Russian Empire, longing for inde-
pendence and freedom of Finland. As Arirang is a meaningful song for Koreans, Finnish people become solemn
when they listened to Finlandia. To understand Scandinavia, you have to understand the melodies and rhythms
of Scandinavian romanticism. It carries their identity in it. Songs by Carl Nielsen of Denmark and Hugo Emil
Alfvén of Sweden are very important as well.
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Finding myself in Scandinavia

As an alien, or Asian woman getting attention from people, she lived out a new journey trying to get used to
their habits and cultures. She studied different religions and arts, and eventually showing her potential as an
artist.

Furthermore, she met a number of famous figures in Scandinavia as a journalist. Her constant passion for learn-
ing and desire for arts are still ongoing in Scandinavia. (She has been studying the co-relationship and influence
between religions. These days, she is going around the world holding her own exhibition called ‘Gothe in Me’
with religious patterns and colored designs of lotus and Goethe.

You are now living in Helsinki, Finland. We are curious
about your daily life there.

| usually head to library to do a research on my major: Also |
have to prepare articles and get ready for my exhibition. Some-
times | go to other exhibition or take a walk in the neighbor-
hood.| also like swimming, but rather than exercising itself, | love
to stare at the waves, or the trace, made by people.

Currently, you are majoring in journalism but you also stud-
ied theology and philosophy. Can you tell me what moti-
vated you to have diverse interest and study multiple majors?
[t was all part of my process to find my given talents. It is true that | never stopped asking questions and
enjoyed learning and studying. Ironically, after studying different areas, | learned that it is all connected.

‘Who has inspired you the most for your work and studies?

In fine arts, | really like Emil Nolde for his expressive choice of colors. In architect, Le Courbusier's esthetic
philosophy has led me. For music, | like Baroque style rhythms, and love Skandinavian practical and beautiful
designs of 1930 to 1950s.

As a journalist, you have interviewed many public figures as Tove Jansson, a Finnish novelist who wrote
The Moomins, and Gro Harlem Brundtland, the first female Prime Minister of Norway. There seemed to
be common factors in them. All of them put most values in happiness. Most of them After meeting numer-
ous happy people, please tell me how you define happiness.

Once, | was captured by the word ‘happy’. In my opinion, there are small and big happiness. Small happiness is
simple moments as getting a phone call from an old pal or having good wine. Big happiness is seeking for your
passion and achieving them. In other words, | think happiness is using all your given talents and emotions and
sharing that with people around you.

Do you feel happy about your life?

| would say | am rather fortunate. The word fortunate really is the key for happiness. | am a fortunate person
because | have conditions that | can control to choose what | want to do. | have worked hard to get those
conditions.

If you can go back to when you made your decision, would you choose Scandinavia again?

| would like to have another adventure if that is possible. Scandinavia of 1975 is no longer mysterious because
it made me who | am today.

There are lots of places where | have not experienced yet so | won't choose Scandinavia.
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Future of Scandinavia and Korea

When she first entered art school in Norway, nobody expected her to be a student from Korea. It shows how lit-
tle two countries knew each other. She was the first Korean and student in Scandinavia at the invisible frontier.
As much attention she had, she had to face cultural conflicts as well. Thirty years have passed. I was curious how
she thinks of two countries’ future as a person who experienced both regions well.

In Korea, there is a huge trend to go after Scandinavia from education, administration system, and welfare
to designs. Scandinavian countries surely do provide best welfare and top in education and designs. We
can find the trend not only from Korea but also from western Europe. Do you have any word of advise or
concern about this trend?

Koreans follow trends easily and tends to change easily as well. | am a bit worried that Korea would blindly
follow the welfare of Scandinavia. Rather than following that of northern Europe, we first have to develop our
own tradition. We have our own precious cultural assets that we developed geographically and traditionally.
The last thing | would like to see is losing our own culture by temporary trends.

But at the same time, | believe there are virtues and values that Koreans want to learn from Scandinavia. Living
a humble life in himself without boasting or being open to what others say would be good examples. Also,
being honest to oneself and being steady and quiet are what we want to learn. Because people are usually
quiet, sometimes it is not easy to make friends. Equal authority and values respecting human dignity are other
lessons we can take.

After nearly thirty years of studying abroad, do you feel distant from your homeland?

Thirty years ago, Scandinavian countries as Norway, Sweden and Denmark were supporting Korean War
with medical aid or military support.Today, those Koreans visit Scandinavia and help tourism business flourish
in those countries. Scandinavian people also remember Korea as a diligent and successful nation with many
multinational conglomerates.

What would be the biggest difference between Scandinavia of 1975 and of today?

| think people were more friendly, pure and happier back in 1975. Scandinavia today is a bit more polluted in
terms of environment, more liberal and less happy. | would say the biggest reason would be capitalism and
materialism.

Can you tell us why you think people are not as happy as before?

The birth rate is clearly one of the main reasons. People do not desire to have many kids and it surely will
affect labor population of Scandinavia in the future. With more and more immigrants, people are living in a
rather mixed society now. Not only refugees, but also people southern Europe and Africa are moving to
northern Europe due to climate changes and other issues. New issues would come up to the surface brought
by those changes of different races or nationalities.

From being the very first student who studied in Scandinavia, you are consistently being a pioneer and a
bridge between the two. Do you have any word of advise for younger people?

| hope they know that things don't go as they wish or plan. Please try to make the best of your talents.Try to
figure out what you want be and what you want to do rather than avoiding those thoughts and times.You can
be a humorous decent man with cultural knowledge and soul. ® ®
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Emil Nolde, Zigeunermadchen,1920-21,
Mrs. Gertrud A. Mellon Fund. Emil Nolde. Tanzerin in rotem Kleid. 1910.
© Nolde Stiftung Seebiill + Kunsthalle Emden, © Nolde Stiftung Seebjll |
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