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Dictee Summary
Exploring identity through fragmented narratives and language.
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About the book

"Dictee" by Theresa Hak Kyung Chais a groundbreaking literary work that
articulates the complexities of identity and language through a multifaceted
narrative that oscillates between memoir, poetry, and visual art. The book
intricately weaves together personal history and collective memory,
reflecting on the struggles of the Korean diaspora and the immigrant
experience, while grappling with the limitations of language and the desire
for self-expression. Cha's innovative structure invites readers to explore
themes of displacement, femininity, and the ever-evolving nature of cultural
identity, making "Dictee" not only a profound commentary on the immigrant
experience but also a compelling literary journey that challenges readersto
confront the intricacies of communication and existence. By navigating the
spaces between languages and identities, Cha's work beckons modern
readers to immerse themselves in the rich tapestry of her voice, encouraging
a deeper understanding of the human condition in its multifarious

manifestations.
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About the author

Theresa Hak Kyung Chawas a Korean American writer, filmmaker, and
artist, renowned for her innovative approach to narrative and form,
particularly in her groundbreaking work, "Dictee." Bornin 1951 in Busan,
South Korea, Chaimmigrated to the United States at the age of 8, where she
became a significant figure in avant-garde literature and film. Educated at
the University of California, Berkeley, and the University of California, San
Diego, Cha's work often explores themes of identity, language, and memory,
reflecting her experiences as an immigrant and awoman. Tragically, her life
was cut short when she was murdered in 1982, but her profound
contributions to avant-garde literature and her exploration of cultural

hybridity continue to resonate within contemporary discourse.
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Chapter 1 Summary: CLIO/HISTORY

In Chapter 1 of "Dictee," we are introduced to the poignant narrative of Yu
Cuan Soon, a complex figure representing the struggle for Korean
independence during the Japanese occupation. Born in March 1903, Cuan
Soon is depicted as more than just an individual but a symbol of resilience
and patriotism. As the only daughter among four children, her journey is

marked by a strong lineage of national pride and familial sacrifice.

Cuan Soon's life unfolds against a backdrop of historical upheaval. The
chapter describes the drastic changes imposed on Korea under Japanese rule,
with orders and regulations that threaten the nation's cultural identity,
including decrees on fashion and conduct. These measures provoke a sense
of absurdity and anger among the Korean people, who find themselves

submerged in arelentless tide of foreign control.

Aswe delve deeper into Cuan Soon's story, we learn that in her adolescence,
particularly in 1919, she becomes enmeshed in the struggle for her country's
freedom. Motivated by a sense of injustice following the assassination of
Queen Min and the brutal repression by Japanese forces, Cuan Soon
fervently joins the resistance movement. Despite being dismissed by some
asamere girl, she boldly organizes mass demonstrations to rally the people

against oppression.
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The chapter effectively illustrates Cuan Soon's transformative journey,
calling upon the memories of revered figures like Joan of Arc as she steps
courageoudly into her role as a leader and messenger. Her determination is
palpable, especially as she travels across the country to mobilize for the

March 1st Movement, which embodies the collective cry for independence.

However, her activism does not come without heavy consequences. The
narrative shifts to the brutal reality of her arrest, imprisonment, and
subsequent torture, framing her as a martyr for the nation. Even as she faces
suffering, she remains steadfast, refusing to divulge names during her
interrogation. Her powerful declaration that "the nation itself isimprisoned"
resonates deeply, capturing the essence of her sacrifice and the larger

struggle of her people.

Themes of memory, identity, and the quest for autonomy are woven
throughout the text. Cuan Soon’ s actions serve as a counter-narrative to the
historical accounts that often overshadow individual experiences,
emphasizing the need to remember and honor the sacrifices made in the

pursuit of freedom.

Overadll, the chapter isavivid exploration of Cuan Soon’ s fierce spirit and
the broader implications of her struggle—a reflection on the enduring nature
of resistance against colonization and the painful weight of history that

shapes personal and national identities. Through her story, readers are
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invited to confront the complexities of heritage, loss, and the relentless quest

for justice.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Cuan Soon's resilience embodies the enduring spirit of
resistance against oppression.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine yourself in the shoes of Cuan
Soon—facing overwhelming odds, yet feeling afierce fireignite
within you fueled by courage and the desire for justice. Her story
reminds us that even in the darkest times, the human spirit can rise
against tyranny. Thisresilience inspires us to confront our personal
struggles, to stand up for our beliefs, and to advocate for those who
cannot speak for themselves. Just as Cuan Soon became a voice for
her people, we too are called to reflect on our heritage and the
sacrifices made for our freedoms, urging us to continue the fight for

equity and justice in our own communities.
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Chapter 2 Summary: CALLIOPE / EPIC POETRY

In Chapter 2 of "Dictee" by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, the narrative
introduces Calliope, a young Korean woman who finds herself living in

Y ong Jung, Manchuria, at just eighteen years old. The chapter unfolds with
an introspective tone, highlighting her struggles as arefugee and an exile

while grappling with her identity amidst the oppressive shadow of Japanese
occupation. Calliope embodies the pain of displacement, carrying within her

the memories of a homeland that feels increasingly distant.

She reflects on her family’ s migration, a desperate act to escape occupation,
and the weight of her cultural heritage. Although she communicatesin the
imposed languages of her environment—Japanese and others—her mother
tongue remains a precious secret, a refuge she clingsto. This connection to
her language symbolizes her identity and the collective trauma of her people,

who have been silenced and rendered voicel ess.

As she embarks on her first teaching job in arural village, the narrative
explores her feelings of isolation and inadequacy. Despite her academic
accomplishments, sheis still atimid young girl, confronting the harsh
realities of rural life and the expectations of her position. The villagers
curiosity towards her as the first woman teacher reflects both admiration and
the stark cultural divisions established by colonial rule. Language barriers

persistently challenge her, yet she chooses to converse in Korean with her
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young students, asserting her identity even in the face of adversity.

The chapter deegpens into areflection of Calliope's physical and emotional

battles, revealing her struggles with illness and the suffocating loneliness of
her new surroundings. Y et within her tumultuous experience, she embodies
resilience—waiting for afuture that promises reclamation and hope. Nature
motifs—flowers blooming under the sun and the cycle of seasons—serve as

metaphors for her longing for freedom and the reclaiming of her voice.

Through vivid imagery and lyrical prose, the narrative shifts between dreams
and reality, evoking a surreal sense of time and identity. The mention of
biblical references weaves in themes of temptation and resilience, paralleling
her struggles against both personal and societal oppression. As Calliope
grapples with her internal and external conflicts, her journey isimbued with
a haunting beauty, reflecting the complex dynamics of belonging, loss, and
the quest for self.

Calliope' s voice remains a powerful thread throughout the chapter, echoing
the collective emotional landscape of her ancestors. In her silence and
suffering, she underscores a deeper longing for connection—aboth to her
family and to her heritage. Ultimately, this chapter portrays the unwavering
spirit of ayoung woman navigating the challenges of identity and belonging
in afragmented world, developing a profound sense of self amidst thetrials

of history and memory.
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Chapter 3: URANIA / ASTRONOMY

In Chapter 3 of "Dictee" by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, the text intricately
weaves together themes of bodily experience, memory, and the intertwining
of language and existence. The chapter opens with avisceral and almost
clinical depiction of a medical procedure where the narrator undergoes a
blood draw. There's arhythm to the actions—making afist, opening the
hand, exposing veins—evoking a sense of anticipation and vulnerability.
The imagery of the blue-green-purple veins against the skin hints at deeper
emotional undercurrents, symbolizing the relationship between the physical

body and internalized feelings.

Asthe needle pierces the skin, the text shiftsinto a poetic exploration of
being filled and emptied, connecting bodily functions to broader existential
themes. The body is portrayed as a vessel, a"single purpose" designed to
contain. When the blood—a metaphor for life and essence—Ileaks, it spills

across the table, and the urgency to collect it reflects a struggle to retain
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Chapter 4 Summary: MELPOMENE / TRAGEDY

In Chapter 4 of "Dictee," titled "Melpomene Tragedy," the narrative takes on
a poignant and introspective tone as it explores themes of war, loss, and
identity through the lens of personal and collective memory. The chapter
opens with avivid and almost cinematic description of a performance, where
the protagonist reflects on the distance between the observed and the
observer. Thisimagery sets the stage for an account of longing and rupture,

contrasting the immediate present with haunting memories of the past.

The protagonist writes to her mother from Seoul, recalling the changes since
their departure eighteen years prior. She expresses feelings of stagnation and
the cyclical nature of conflict, revealing that despite the passage of time, the
battle continues within the broader landscape of South Korea's history. As
she reflects on the past, she grapples with the burden of memory and the
weight of her family’ s experiences amidst political turmoil. Her mother’s
journey back to aliberated nation is contrasted with the ongoing struggles

for peace and identity.

The narrative plunges into a vivid recollection of protests and riots from her
childhood, where the protagonist's brother is caught up in a demonstration
against oppressive forces. Amidst the chaos, the protagonist feels the
urgency of the moment—the cries of the crowd become a symphony of

struggle, embodying both hope and despair. The visceral descriptions of
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violence serve to illuminate the stakes of their fight, emphasizing the human
cost of resistance. She recounts her mother pleading with her brother not to
join the protests, depicting a mother’ s fear of losing her child to the

escalating violence.

The chapter evokes a sense of relentless entrapment within cycles of
oppression and rebellion. It emphasizes the inability to escape the trauma of
history, where every demonstration echoes the ones that came before,
stitched together through shared suffering. The imagery of bloodstained
pavements becomes a powerful metaphor for persistence and memory,

suggesting that while time may pass, the scars of history remain indelible.

As the protagonist navigates through this tapestry of personal and collective
memory, she confronts the fragmentation of identity—a struggle to reconcile
her rootsin Koreawith her life in exile. The juxtaposition of the past with an
amost ghostly present underscores alonging for a sense of belonging and
wholeness. Despite the chaos and loss, thereisarefusal to succumb to

silence or to allow the pain to fade into nothingness.

Ultimately, Chapter 4 of "Dictee" weaves together fragments of past and
present, illustrating a complex struggle for both personal and national
identity in the face of relentless conflict. Through its rich imagery and potent
themes, the chapter reveals the profound interconnectedness of individual

and collective histories, inviting readers to consider the enduring impact of
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memory and the relentless pursuit of dignity and recognition.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The interconnection of personal and collective memory
shapes our identity.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the crossroads of your own
history, where your experiences intertwine with the narratives of those
before you. In Chapter 4 of 'Dictee,' you confront the weight of shared
histories that refuse to let go, compelling you to recognize that your
identity is not formed in isolation. Thisrealization can inspire you to
embrace your past, alowing the stories of your family and community
to guide your present. By acknowledging the scars and struggles that
have paved the way for your existence, you can cultivate a deeper
sense of belonging and purpose, reminding you that while you carry
your individual burdens, you are also part of alarger tapestry,

reinforcing the collective strength that resides in shared memory.
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Chapter 5 Summary: ERATO /LOVE POETRY

In Chapter 5 of "Dictee," titled "ERATO LOVEPOETRY," we delve into the
intricate, contemplative world of a woman navigating both the physical and
emotional landscapes of her life, filled with love, sacrifice, and the weight of
societal roles. The chapter opens with the woman entering a theater, her
movements precise and deliberate as she navigates her surroundings,
drawing attention to the rigid structures around her—symbolized by the two
white columns she passes through. Her experience is carefully framed by the
camera, reflecting her internal processes as she watches a film that seemsto

mirror her own existence.

As she settles into her seat, she shares this space with an unnamed woman,
evoking a sense of connection through a shared experience. The unfolding
film presents her life in fragments, blurring the line between viewer and
subject. The screen becomes a metaphorical canvas, capturing her essence
through the objects that fill her home and the delicate arrangement of her
environment. Rather than seeing her face directly, we witness only traces of
her life, suggesting an exploration of identity and how it is defined by both
personal space and relationships.

The narrative shifts, reflecting on the themes of love and duty within her
marriage, characterized by her husband’ s unfaithfulness—a default

expectation in their socia arrangement. The woman kneels beside him,
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taking on a submissive role in a space that feels both oppressive and
resigned. She mourns not only for her father's death but also for her lost
agency within her relationship. Her struggle embodies societal norms that
deem her existence defined by her husband, reinforcing the theme of

women's voices silenced by patriarchal structures.

Throughout the chapter, the interplay of sound, silence, and music emerges
as a powerful motif. The language is poetic and rhythmic, emphasizing her
internal battles and the muted cries of those who endure similar fates. The
woman's yearning becomes palpabl e as she grapples with her love for her
husband, questioning whether such affection was ever real or ssmply a
product of expectation. Thistension invites readers to ponder the

complexities of love, duty, and personal sacrifice.

As she contemplates her husband’ s touch—one that feels less intimate and
more like a claim of ownership—the narrative expresses a profound silence,
punctuated by moments of reflection. There' s an acknowledgment of the
perpetual cycle of waiting and the longing for connection that resides in both
silence and sound. The chapter suggests that her existence is a series of
suppressions, her movements through life weighed down by the expectations

placed upon her.

Ultimately, "ERATO LOVEPOETRY" becomes a powerful meditation on

identity, love, and the complexities of womanhood. Through cinemaand
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memory, the woman’s experiences collapse time and space, inviting us into
her world where the lines between love and obligation blur, and where her
search for self becomes an act of resistance against the very structures that
seek to define her. The chapter finishes on a note of uncertainty, asit reflects
the weight of her life experiences, evoking a haunting beauty that lingers

long after the words have been read.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The exploration of love and identity amidst societal
expectations

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 5 of 'Dictee,' you are invited to
reflect on the intricate relationship between love and the roles imposed
by society. Just as the woman navigates through her life, wrestling
with the dual burdens of affection and obligation, you might find
inspiration to assert your own identity amidst the expectations that
surround you. In recognizing the complexities that shape your
relationships, the chapter encourages you to seek authenticity in your
connections, freeing yourself from the confines of prescribed roles.

Y our journey to self-discovery becomes an act of resistance,
reminding you that love should be an expression of mutual respect and

understanding, rather than a sacrifice of your true self.
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Chapter 6: ELITERE/LYRIC POETRY

Chapter 6 of "Dictee" by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha unfolds in a poetic and
fragmented style, evoking themes of memory, absence, and the interplay
between light and darkness. The chapter reflects on concepts of time and
perception, revealing a deep meditation on the act of seeing and the haunting
nature of what is unseen. It opens with a sense of deadened time, interring
depression and longing within layers of memory that resist clear articulation.
There’'sayearning for voice— the protagonist desires to penetrate the

silence that surrounds her existence and reclaim lost moments.

Asday transitions to night, the language becomes evocative of liminal
gpaces—the thin line where light meets darkness, where the past intersects
with the present. Daylight fades behind a vell, creating a translucent barrier
that amplifies feelings of absence and separation. The imagery of forgotten
rooms and shadows that ascend and dissolve evokes a haunting absence of

knowledge and experience associated with those who have left or been left
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Chapter 7 Summary: THALIA/COMEDY

In Chapter 7 of “Dictee” by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, a profound sense of
anticipation and longing unfolds as a woman grapples with her emotions
during a phone call that she answers almost instinctively. This moment is
rife with tension, highlighting her feelings of hesitation and anxiety as she
recognizes the weight of each word that may be spoken. The act of picking
up the receiver becomes symbolic of deeper connections, the spoken words
resonating with alonging to communicate, to reach out, and to mediate the

silence that often engulfs her.

Astime flows, she reflects on the rituals she performs to capture and process
her experiences, attempting to document every moment in abid to tether her
thoughts and emotions. There's atension between memory and presence, as
she wrestles with the idea that the future is an inexorable forward march,
leaving the present feeling illusory and ephemeral. The anxiety of time
weighs heavily, as she wishes to be free from the pain that memories often
evoke, seeking solace in the act of writing as a means of transcending her

current state.

The chapter also offers a stirring visualization of her memories. In haunting
imagery, she describes a layered existence filled with the weight of
expectation and tradition, particularly in the context of femininity and the

societal rolestied to being a bride. The anticipation of marriageis
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juxtaposed with her reflections on virginity and the way these experiences

intertwine with themes of identity and self-worth.

Through various narratives and dramatic visualizations, the woman’s
longing transforms into a plea for connection, revealing her vulnerabilities
and the struggles of being seen and understood by others. Her desireto
weave her narratives speaks to the universal human experience of seeking to
be valid and whole within the complexities of existence. As she oscillates
between worlds—the past, present, and future—her reflections resonate

deeply, invoking a sense of shared humanity in the face of isolation.

The chapter closes with evocative scenes in an empty theater, symbolizing a
space where memory and oblivion coexist. Here, the protagonist becomes a
voyeur to her own experiences, entangled in the patterns of remembrance
that both liberate and bind her. Through her exploration of time, memory,
and identity, we see a powerful portrayal of the intersections of personal and
collective histories that shape her existence. Thisrich tapestry of themes
resonates with readers, prompting reflection on their own journeys through

time and memory.
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Chapter 8 Summary: TERPSICHORE / CHORAL
DANCE

In Chapter 8 of "Dictee" by Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, the text invites readers
into arichly poetic exploration of themes like existence, waiting, and the
cyclical nature of life and communication. It begins with images of
blooming magnolias—symbolizing resilience and hope—as the narrator
reflects on the tension between disconnection and belonging. The act of
waiting is depicted as both heavy and profound, marked by a silent
anticipation for life to emerge from darkness, akin to a seed waiting to break

through the soil.

Cha employs arhythmic, amost incantatory language that oscillates
between stillness and movement, underscoring a sense of inner turmoil and
transformation. The imagery of weight and darkness conveys a feeling of
being enveloped, yet also hints at the potential for new beginnings. Asthe
voice shifts and contempl ates presence and absence, there' s a sense of
fragmentation, asif identities are lost and reclaimed through the act of

creation and remembrance.

The text also plays with silence and sound, shifting from the void of “no
sound” to the emergence of a*“broken tongue.” This reflects atheme of
communication as both essential and imperfect, suggesting struggles with

identity and heritage. The narrator grapples with half-names and the
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remnants of existence, embodying the struggle between speech and silence,

presence and absence.

Throughout the chapter, there’' s a beautiful interplay of elements—earth,
water, stone—all suggesting transformation and continuity. As water rises,
S0 too do voices and memories, creating a collective experience that
transcends individual limitations. Ultimately, this chapter captures the
complexity of being alive, the nuances of waiting, and the inherent
connections between past, present, and the possibilities of what isyet to
come, al portrayed in Cha s uniquely lyrical style that merges the personal

with the universal.
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Chapter 9: POLYMNIA / SACRED POETRY

In Chapter 9 of "Dictee" by TheresaHak Kyung Cha, we are taken on a
journey through memory and encounter themes of care, heritage, and the
connection between generations. The narrative opens with a young woman
visiting avillage well, reflecting on a time when she too had made the trek
to gather water. It's a scorching summer day, and the heat warps the
landscape, creating a sort of haze that blurs the lines between reality and

memory.

As she retrieves water, the woman observes another young girl approaching,
who soon takes a seat by the well, clearly exhausted from her journey. The
girl, on amission to fetch remedies for her sick mother, speaks softly, her
words punctuated by long pauses. This quiet moment forms agentle
connection between them as the woman, noticing the child’ s fatigue, offers

her water in an old porcelain bowl, filled to the brim.
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