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The Butcher
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The first time | saw the Andong Hahoe Mask Dance

performance, | was mesmerized. Of course, the bottle of
40%ABV Andong soju my wife and | shared before the
performance certainly helped. The performance opens with
a butcher wearing a wide smiling wooden mask knocking a
beef cattle (actors in a cow costume, of course) in the head

and cutting off its balls.

The butcher then walks around asking men in the crowd if
anyone needs any balls. “Does anyone need to buy some
testicles? Maybe yours are missing? | have some fresh

”

testicles right here!” As | drunkenly stared at this deeply
poetic and ironically humorous scene unfolding before me, |
immediately thought of my grandfather, a butcher in my small
midwestern town of America, who smiled exactly like this

butcher in the Hahoe Mask Dance.
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When | was in elementary school, my grandfather invited my
class on a school trip to the Berne Locker, my family’s small
local butcher shop. Growing up, | spent most of my afternoons
and weekends here, watching my family serve meat to the
people of the town. However, | had no idea just how unique
and special growing up around this place truly was until my

class was invited to experience it for themselves.

As my grandfather and his brother happily explained where
meat and steaks come from, pointing to the large cattle
carcasses hanging from the ceilings, | could feel discomfort
growing in my inexperienced classmates. While my grandfather
was always kind and smiling, he also loved to push boundaries
now and then. And when he came out of the back room with

a cup full of fresh cow blood, | noticed a few classmates start
to squirm with discomfort. He began to offer it to my young
classmates, asking if anyone wanted to take some of the

blood and drink it.

My grandfather’s big wide grin while passing around the

cup of blood is what shot through my soju addled brain
while watching the mask dance in Andong. It felt like my
grandfather’s very own smile was immortalized in this wooden
mask. The wrinkles carved into the face mimicked my
grandfather’s own wrinkles carved into his skin from decades
of smiling. A small string attached to the mask’s jaw would
widen the mask’s smile as the actor looked up at the crowd,
and | suddenly wondered if my grandfather also had some
invisible string in his jaw that widened his mischievous smile,
way back then, when all my classmates turned away with

fright.

As | got older, | came to realize that food was a profound

part of my life and identity. However, it was rare to find other
children, and later adults, who understood just how important
something as simple as a butcher can be for individuals,
families, cities, and even countries. Of course, | found others
like me here and there. While studying for my master’s degree
in New York, | took a part time job at an artisanal meat and
cheese shop, just to be close to others like me. | married my
lifelong partner, Courtney, partly because of her open mind and
sharp palate when it comes to food. But it wasn’t until | moved

to Korea that | truly found my place.
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L7t X2 &t Qle= 201 CHH HEZ 2|20|l= SHSH 1ZIEI0]  While moving to Korea was challenging, | slowly started to
U, T Ao SHMH 71 MY HE MEfTL O realize that, in some ways, | felt more at home within this
SI0f|M 7|2 AMSED Holist 2 SEiX|7L =0l S0{2LCE  culture than my own back home. My most tangible memory of
Aleh ZFol2 AL0| DV|E AT EO2 8 4+ UEE SE0{QE  realizing | had a place in this culture was when visiting a gogi-
DE &HA AMsE MEAS MO0t SHXEE 0] D ZIE jio (meat house, 17|%!) that had an open butcher counter as
Q12 22| HOMHX|MEH K| =Lt O 22 Lozl you walked in the door. | pictured my grandfather's smiling

Ny
1o
3

face, imagining what he might have thought or said about this

meat wonderland.

o
r
il
ol

=3 =
M E HIZ2 = 240 LAO|E LY Flof| S0t A &2 Just outside of Daejeon, my home in Korea, there is a popular
7|20| ELC}. 5FX|8F RE|= Eak TTZHO| =0f| E|X| %= otZ% gogi-jip where a huge side of unfrozen and fresh farm-raised
ghojl A ZHIGHCE L gkl QIC|ofLte| 2519t H|mal 5t=22  Okcheon black pig is the first sight you see when you walk in
2410 K44EX|0of CHal O ZHESA QI A4 ZCH A2 11 7|9 the door. The owner of the restaurant slices pork belly fresh
Z=7} ARz ol RIAHK|E g 2RI 7R56H= =Q5t to order for all the patrons entering to witness with their own
QAZ 0J7IC} LY Dekof| = ALRS CHEES HEZ 0N eyes. The owner here never smiles like my grandfather did
N AAL TR E EEIZFEALE, £Z0|M THH AMEHEOISE though. | wonder if he lost his strings?
Z0{ LIEE H7Hste S EH HIZ 3 REE & 9|,
20| M= O|2{sh 22 HESID] SRt ME|o] FAIZ When | visit restaurants like this, | immediately feel like | am
2SIt right back at home, watching my uncles and grandfather slice
up meat and break down carcasses. But we always did the
L7t 5E Y ‘QAEl == £ 2=CHEating What processing in the back room, away from the prying eyes of
is Given) & A|&st =& O|RC HIZ 5+=29| 0|2{st EZO|| customers. Compared to my home culture in Indiana, | feel
QICL O] Hixl 2312 7I=SE1 285t AQICt HIZ that Korea is more open about where their food comes from.
HO0{=2(7| Mof| ZOHHX|HIA SOF7HIAX|TL HX| REHA| In fact, breeds of animals and origins of ingredients are seen
DZIEof 7t 0|8 7|1 EXHD Qe HeH Fole 2 as important to the taste and quality of the meat. While many
[HOICH EHOHHX|Q| 7| 20| LK1 QEeA2|7t SE|= Ziot of the people in my hometown would immediately squirm
2Lt at the thought of seeing pieces of their dinner being cut up

before them or a live fish being killed and gutted fresh from
the tank, in Korea, this practice is encouraged and a sign of

quality and trust.

This aspect of Korea is a major reason why | started my
YouTube channel, Eating What is Given, so | could share this
amazing culture with my family. Even though my grandfather
passed away before | had the chance to share it with him, for
some reason, | feel his spirit and can hear his laugh every time

| visit the gogi-jip and watch butchers slicing up meat for the

grill.

In the Hahoe Mask Dance, after the butcher offers the crowd

the testicles, he then cuts out the heart of the cattle. Again,

he walks around the crowd, offering a heart to all the patrons.
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“Who here has lost their heart? Surely, many of you need a
heart because you’ve lost yours! Buy this one and put it in!”
I’m not sure why, but | wanted to cry out that | needed that
heart more than anything else in the world. But | didn’t. Just
like during my class field trip, when my grandfather offered the
cup of blood to me, | wanted to take it and drink it down. But

| didn’t.

With a big laugh, my grandfather took the cup of fresh cow
blood and drank it down in one gulp, smiling with big, red-
stained teeth as my classmates went hysterical with shock.
His smile widened, like the strings being pulled on the jaw of a

wooden mask.

Writer-lmage. Austin Givens Translator. Moony Choi

Professor at KAIST Language Center
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Giorgiana Strazzullo Lorenza Maio Veronica Fabbri Carmine Caniani
st Violin 2np Violin Cello Viola
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