
		
			[image: Cover of ZERO by Sue Ja Joo]
		

	
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			ZERO

			‘Sue Ja Joo’s plays are a vivid portrait of life burdened by the loss of destiny through an array of characters trapped on a stage without exit.’ 

			—Ko Hyeong-ryeol

			Poet

			‘Joo masterfully arranges elements of time and space in a unique fashion, seamlessly creating a link to reality. Within her lawlessly-free dramatic form, Joo gently poses the question on how we, the reader or audience, should define reality.’

			—Kim Kwang-Lim

			Director & Playwright

			‘If your soul is still seeking freedom, you are ready to enter the world of Zero.’

			—Oh Hyun-sung

			The Today Newspaper 

		

	
		
			

			Also by 

			SUE JA JOO

			Fiction

			Snowstorm in Buffalo (2003)

			A Red Chair (2009)

			The Garden of Fog (2012)

			Night Picture of Rain Sound (2017)

			The Search for the Novel Haerye (2024)

			Poetry

			Riding on a Butterfly’s Back (2009) 

			The Landscape Through Translucent Glass (2011) 

			Others

			Borges Invenciones (2014)

			Aha! and Eh? A Marriage of the Sciences and Humanities (2020)

			The Cloudburst and the Downpour (2021)

			Collections of Classic Mini-Fiction (2021)

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			ZERO

			FOUR MODERN PLAYS BY

			SUE JA JOO

			Translated from Korean

			by Jennifer M. Cho

			[image: ]

			PAGE ADDIE PRESS

			UNITED KINGDOM

		

	
		
			

			ZERO 

			Copyright©2025 

			by Author: Sue Ja Joo 

			Translated by Jennifer M. Cho

			Edited by Susan Blanshard

			The Author has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988. 

			All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this Publication may be made without written permission from the author. No paragraph of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted. Save with written permission or in accordance with provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any license permitting limited copying, issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency. 

			A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

			ISBN: 978-1-916709-96-6  

			Cover design by Bruce Blanshard

			Published by 

			Page Addie Press, United Kingdom

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			To my grandson 

			Benjamin Lucas Kwon Oh

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			FORWARD

			Exploring the Theatrical World of Sue Ja Joo

			Kim Kwang-Lim 

			Director & Playwright

			All artistic endeavors, including literature, are derivative of reality. This is because human thought (i.e. language) originates from the real world. Plays, which are written to be performed on stage, are particularly more intertwined with our reality. Bound within the physical limitations of a single stage, live actors communicate with a breathing audience – this demands a stronger emphasis on realism than any other form of art.

			However, according to Aristotle’s concept of mimesis, art does not cease as a mere imitation of an imperfect reality; it is to be seen as a natural human capacity and a valuable tool for understanding and experiencing the internal and external complexities of life. In other words, it must present some form of metaphysical value that transcends reality. Thus, the key to fully understanding a piece, along with the worldview of its author, comes from examining how a play relates to or departs from factual realism, and how the playwright approaches and produces that stance.

			From this perspective, the plays of Sue Ja Joo stand out. Her views and expressions of reality are varied and complex. Not only does she suggest that our world consists of infinite realities over the one we see; they are also tightly woven together, to continuously influence and infiltrate without boundaries. While most of us choose to live and believe a singular truth, Joo introduces a fresh world where other realities intervene and participate.

			Perhaps this is why she makes no deliberate effort to build a passage between reality and fantasy. There is no marked entrance to her fantastical realm. Her characters do not require a planned process to freely roam between real and unreal scenes. She provides no explanation, no justification—these transitions simply come naturally in her captivating plays.

			In Night Picture of Rain Sound, the main character, a library custodian named Adam Cloud, reads Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Suddenly, he finds himself in the pages of the book itself, talking to Juliet in person, debating issues of his reality. Later, as Adam finishes another novel, the heroine knocks on the door of his studio, and he finds himself meddling in the very real affairs of these fictional characters. As Adam questions: “Where is the line? Was there ever a line? Between time? Between space? Between circumstance?” This dreamlike theme reverberates throughout Joo’s work. 

			Clone 1001 takes place in a vividly painted Dystopian world that does not, but could very well in the future, exist. Zero’s stage is set in an imaginary prison. Vagabonds: Death to Anti-Romance leaps between time periods without hesitation. Joo masterfully arranges elements of time and space in a unique fashion, seamlessly creating a link to reality.

			Within her lawlessly free dramatic form, Joo gently poses the question of how we, the reader or audience, should define reality. Is our reality limited to what we can see and feel? She takes the philosophical challenge and yanks the door wide open for debate.

			Accordingly, the audience is challenged to view and examine the world from a different perspective in the fluidity of Joo’s reality. We are led to admit that the world is indeed not a straightforward or simple place. A single reality is deeply interwoven with a vast number of elements, and rests not on a single layer, but upon infinite layers of overlapping worlds.

			At the same time, Joo’s plays deliver hope, often hinting at the rekindling of a new life that could have been extinguished. Clone 1001 and Night Picture of Rain Sound both end by suggesting an imminent new kind of human and a transformation into a new life. Zero implies an esoteric world where transcendent freedom may be attained. Even in Vagabonds: Death to Anti-Romance set in a barren wasteland where books no longer exist, a new cycle for human life to survive and thrive emerges.

			One may suggest that Joo finds salvation in humanistic values – literature, art, and perhaps even love. Yet, despite her choice of profound themes, she carries her work forward with a bright and cheerful touch. They are neither gloomy nor grim, capable of relating and resonating with multiple generations of different age groups. She crafts scenes with a quirky, fresh impact resembling short-form media in a delectably imaginative world. This, indeed, is what attracts the audience to the theatrical world of Sue Ja Joo, the driving force and foundation of her artistic universe.

		

	
		
			

			PREFACE

			To me, a play is like a dream that is dreamed in broad daylight. The outside world darkens, but the neurons in my brain lighten, and I always fall into a strange state. When the play is over, I often feel the outside reality must be the false one, and what I experience in my mind is real. It may sound like social escapism, but I am convinced that the reality we live in is just one out of many realities. 

			This kind of perspective is reflected in all of my plays: Night Picture of Rain Sound is about the boundary between the experience of reading and actual reality. At the core is the idea that reading a book is like entering a dream-like painting. A book is, in essence, a person in a different form. So I think the boundary between our imagination and real actions is ambiguous. 

			Clone 1001 explores the age-old struggle between science and religion. In order to reconcile these two forces, the main character clone is named ‘Art’. 

			The play Zero echoes Hamlet’s saying, “O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a King of infinite space”. 

			Vagabonds: Death to Anti-Romance is a Korean musical that deals with the everlasting theme of Utopia. In this play, I boldly insist that there exists no age, nor time; the only thing left in this world is nothing but the word ‘zero’. To that, I want to add the word ‘love’. 

			

			The audience is the ultimate one who holds God’s eye, and I bow to exit. I leave the interpretation of my plays to them.

			 I would like to express my boundless gratitude to Bruce Blanshard, who created the one and only marvellous book cover, and poet Susan Blanshard, who has offered me such immeasurable help. 

			­—Sue Ja Joo

		

	
		
			

			O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a King of infinite space...

			—William Shakespeare 
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			THE PLAYERS

			LIFER

			Frail old man, Inmate number 9000

			GUARD

			Large man with a lame leg

			BILLY

			Young man in his twenties, Inmate number 1234

			WALLY

			Man in his thirties, Inmate number 317

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			Man in his forties, Inmate number 666

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			SCENE 1

			(Center of the stage lights up, showing a prison cell with LIFER sitting by himself. He seems like a ghost – expressionless and still. From stage right, in the darkness, the chattering and whooping of a monkeys are heard, along with the sound of banging against metal prison bars. From stage left, in the darkness, a wolf howls and chains rattle)

			(Footsteps are heard, uneven sounds of a limp coming from the gait of the GUARD, who enters, dragging his leg, swinging his baton. He is followed by BILLY, who is in handcuffs,  head hanging low. As they enter the cell, BILLY lifts his head to look around. He notices the dark figure, LIFER, and reels back in surprise)

			BILLY

			What the hell! 

			(LIFER sits in silence) 

			BILLY

			(steps backwards, raises his arms to shield himself, his eyes dart around the room)

			What the hell? Man, beast? 

			Whatever you are, answer me!

			GUARD

			What’s gotten your knickers in a twist? 

			

			(looks around and sees LIFER)

			 Oh him…? Yeah… that old man has been here… 

			(adjusts the brim of his hat) 

			well, forever. 

			BILLY

			And I thought I was seeing ghosts.

			LIFER

			I… am a person.

			BILLY

			Might as well be a ghost.

			LIFER

			I… am a living, breathing person.

			BILLY 

			(smirks in a hostile manner, pins LIFER against the wall then sneers in his face)

			What did you say, old man?

			(GUARD frees BILLY from handcuffs without interfering in the altercation, then turns around tucking the handcuffs in his belt. He casually walks out of the prison cell and locks the door behind him)

			GUARD

			

			Well, you two boys be good now! Don’t make me come down here, you hear?

			(Animal noises echo through the prison. BILLY paces back and forth)

			LIFER

			So, tell me. What lands a young man like yourself in a place like this?

			BILLY

			Oh, you know, nothing much. Larceny, extortion, fraud, assault, rape, murder, escape from custody… just to name a few.

			LIFER

			The whole package! Well, one way or another, we’re all guilty.

			BILLY

			What brings you here, ghost man?

			LIFER

			Oh, I don’t even remember. It’s been a long time.

			BILLY 

			Too long, by the looks of it.

			LIFER

			

			Perhaps. Have you looked in the mirror recently though?

			BILLY 

			(turns and launches at LIFER again)

			The hell you say, ghost man?

			(LIFER slowly sits down in his spot, without a word. BILLY resumes his nervous pacing)

			LIFER

			Have you got a name?

			BILLY 

			(lays on the ground, arms behind his head)

			You’re chatty for a ghost man, you know? Even if I had a name, it would be none of your business.

			LIFER

			That’s a relief. We’re a number in this place. 

			One name or the other, we all go by the name of ‘sinner’.

			BILLY 

			(groaning) 

			This crap is getting real old, real fast!

			LIFER

			

			Here’s my number. You can see it, right? Right on my chest.

			BILLY 

			(looks down at LIFER’s chest)

			What, zero… zero… zero?

			LIFER

			Look again, it’s nine, zero, zero, zero.

			BILLY

			What made-up inmate number is that? You’re kidding, right?

			LIFER

			I kid you not! 

			(pounds on his chest) 

			Look, this void right here—zero, nil, zilch! 

			I’ve still got my work cut out for me, which is why I still have the nine, but one day, I’ll get there, to a true zero, zero, zero, zero!

			BILLY 

			(turns his back, shaking his head)

			Like I care… zero, schmero. 

			LIFER 

			(walks around to face BILLY, and looks down at his chest)

			Hmm, let’s take a look, shall we… I see you are number one, two, three, four. Good, in fact, great! What an excellent choice.

			BILLY

			What are you talking about? I had no say in this.

			LIFER

			Nonsense, you always have a say, always!

			BILLY

			I had nothing to do with it.

			LIFER

			Really? Take a good look at yourself.

			BILLY

			I just wore whatever that guard told me to wear… 

			(looks down at his chest, sheepishly)

			 I mean, what is this bullshit number 1234 anyway?

			LIFER

			Now look inmate number 1234! There’s no point blaming destiny. 

			BILLY

			

			What’d you say? Destiny?

			LIFER

			That’s right. Destiny.

			BILLY

			I’m getting real tired of your bullshit. Who cares about... 

			(points at his inmate number) 

			A NUMBER? 

			Just shut up and leave me alone old man, will you? 

			(BILLY’s shouting seems to rile up the animals in the neighboring cells. The howling and screeching noises get louder and louder)

			BILLY 

			(abruptly sits up)

			What was that noise?

			LIFER

			What? 

			(pointing to the right side, sounding like a monkey) 

			That eek-eek-EEK! 

			(pointing to the left side, howling like a wolf) 

			Or that woo-oo?

			

			BILLY 

			(nods, slowly)

			I mean… what the…?

			LIFER

			Doesn’t sound like beasts to me… 1234, I’ll go take a look. 

			(LIFER walks towards the front of the cell and looks left, then right, pauses before speaking)

			Yup, only humans in here.

			BILLY

			You’re kidding me.

			LIFER

			I kid you not. You just haven’t been listening. Perhaps you need to see for yourself.

			BILLY

			You sure we’re in prison? 

			LIFER

			I’m sure this is a prison.

			BILLY

			Sounds like a zoo, smells like a zoo!

			

			LIFER

			What matters is this cell we are in right now. No need to tune in to what’s out there.

			BILLY

			What the hell? It’s grimy out there in the world but in here? Ha! We get to be chained up with animals!

			LIFER

			I don’t see it that way.

			(BILLY walks up to the front of the cell, pressing his face as far as he can against the metal bars, looking left and right. With each turn, the lights go out, one by one)

			BILLY

			Damn it, I can’t see anything. I can hear it, though!

			LIFER

			Definitely?

			BILLY

			The sounds. The smells. On the right, it must be a monkey. And I’m pretty sure the left is… a wolf.

			LIFER

			There are men out there that sound and smell like that.

			

			BILLY

			Bullshit! I know one when I see one. There lies a clear line between man and beast.

			LIFER

			Can you be so sure?

			BILLY

			For sure, for sure.

			LIFER

			So, you believe what you see? Do you listen to what you hear?

			(BILLY, still confused, looks left and right. Another light goes out, and everything goes silent. In the dark, he returns to where he was laying before and lays down. The animal noises start again)

			BILLY 

			(jumping back up)

			Who’s playing with me, who is it? I don’t see anything, but I hear it, I definitely hear it!

			LIFER

			Look, 1234. That’s just how it is. There are things you can see that don’t exist. Things you can hear but cannot find. It’s just…how…it is.  

			BILLY

			

			You may say you’re a zero, but you’re full of crap.

			LIFER

			Come closer. 

			(BILLY approaches) 

			That’s right, over here. I’ll tell you the truth… those things you hear and smell. They’re not beasts, nor human. They’re simply… illusions.

			BILLY 

			(skeptically)

			Illusions?

			LIFER 

			(with certainty)

			Illusions.

			BILLY

			Should’ve known a ghost man would say nothing but hot air. Must be nice and full, with all that bullshit you’re feeding yourself, ghost man. I, on the other hand, am starving!

			LIFER

			Well, those beasts you speak of are not those to hunt for food. In a way, they are our friends.

			BILLY

			

			Oh, just shut up already! When is that food cart coming?

			LIFER

			Soon enough, it’ll be here. You’re simply too hungry to recognize what is before you.

			(The sound of a food cart, wheels rolling, can be heard off stage. GUARD’s voice booms)

			GUARD 

			(voice only)

			Hey! Have we all been good little boys? Here, here my little piggies, it’s food time!

			LIFER

			You see, 1234! I told you the food was on its way.

			BILLY 

			(scoffs)

			Congratulations, you can tell the future.

			(Loud animal noises from neighboring cells. BILLY flinches)

			LIFER 

			(notices BILLY flinching)

			Not to worry, 1234. Nothing to fear. We’re all family in here.

			

			GUARD 

			(voice only)

			Here, here! Get those paws on this grub while it’s hot!

			BILLY

			I guess the animals get something to eat as well? Well, that’s a surprise.

			LIFER

			We’ll get ours when the time is right.

			(GUARD enters, pushing a cart full of food. He throws a chunk of meat towards the wolf’s cell. He throws a banana towards the monkey’s cell. He throws a thin slice of toast each at LIFER and BILLY. He then exits whistling a tune)

			BILLY

			What’s all this? Might as well be a piece of paper, this thin, stale, piece of toast! The beasts get steak and fruit, and what do we humans get? This is discrimination!

			LIFER

			Man shall not live by bread alone.

			BILLY

			Why, he sure shall! Man needs bread to live, one crumb after the other! This... 

			

			(holds up his slice of toast)

			starts wars—it can bring a man to his knees, and make a man become his worst possible self! All for some stale bread!

			LIFER

			Could be right. Most likely wrong. One way or another, we’re all wrong.

			BILLY 

			(groans loudly)

			I was sick and tired of it all out there! Now I get to do the same in here!

			LIFER

			Ah, forgive me, 1234! Whether it’s the bread we eat or the words we say, we need to give ourselves something to go on… one way or another.

			(They sit in silence, chewing on their slices of toast. The animal noises grow, then fade out. GUARD enters, whistling again, followed by WALLY and HOLLINGSWORTH)

			LIFER 

			(speaks in a cheerful tone)

			Welcome everyone! Make yourselves at home!

			GUARD

			Well, well, well. We haven’t had a full house in a while!

			LIFER

			It must be getting bad out there, seeing so many of us in here!

			GUARD 

			(mumbles)

			Pointing fingers at the world now, are we?

			LIFER

			Well, we all need somebody to blame.

			GUARD

			It’s a nasty habit, I say.

			LIFER

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			(starts to walk out, pauses, looks back at the new group and shouts)

			Now you behave yourselves, you hear? If I hear a squeak from you guys? Believe me when I say, I’ll make damn sure you won’t be squeaking anymore!

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(in unison)

			Yessir!

			

			(GUARD exits. WALLY walks forward, exploring his new cell, swinging from corner to corner in a monkey-like fashion)

			BILLY

			Will you look at that? This fool looks like a monkey!

			WALLY

			A monkey? Why do I take offense to that? 

			I’m only here with you scumbags thanks to a glitch in the system, but compared to you lot? I’m a damn prince! So, bow down to Wally, the prince of Wall Street!

			BILLY

			Looks like a monkey, sounds like a monkey.

			WALLY 

			(looks BILLY up and down and scoffs)

			Looks like a loser, sounds like a loser. You most definitely don’t come from money, honey, seeing that you’ve never heard of the great Wally of Wall Street. If you’ve ever set foot in the financial district, you would’ve heard of me. 

			(BILLY has already lost interest in WALLY, and walks over to HOLLINGSWORTH, while he still takes bites out of his slice of toast. HOLLINGSWORTH simply stares up at the ceiling, with an arrogant smirk on his face)

			

			BILLY

			Where have I seen this idiot before?

			HOLLINGSWORTH 

			(smugly)

			I’m sure you have somewhere. I’m quite famous.

			BILLY

			With that face? Let me guess… 

			(sings in HOLLINGSWORTH’s face)

			Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf? The big bad wolf? The big bad wolf?

			LIFER

			As I said, 1234, it’s hard to tell the man from the beast!

			BILLY 

			(still keeping his eyes on HOLLINGSWORTH, he nods)

			That you were right, old man!

			LIFER

			Hey, 1234! With your young, bright eyes, pray do tell, what are the numbers written across the chests of our new friends?

			BILLY 

			

			(walks back to WALLY and scans his chest)

			Hm. This one has an odd one. What is this… L… I… E… LIE? Is this some joke? Oh wait, my bad, it’s upside down, it’s 317.

			LIFER

			Upside down, you say? Why, what a silly-willy-Wally you must be. What about the big man?

			BILLY 

			(walks towards HOLLINGSWORTH, looks at inmate’s number)

			Speak of the devil! This one is number 666!

			LIFER

			Astonishing… six, six, six, you say? 

			You must have quite the rap sheet, my dear scoundrel! Hopefully, the day will come when those sixes turn into zeros. Might be the day the world comes to an end, but it’ll come eventually! 

			The world is full of us scoundrels. Living in both the black and white. Some are known as heroes, and some are known as gentlemen. Some are fathers, some are mothers. Perhaps even children, if they act childish. 

			You don’t need to go to court to be a criminal.

			

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			Shut that filthy mouth of yours! Who do you think you are, calling me a scoundrel?

			LIFER

			Are you not?

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			Damn well not!

			BILLY

			If you’re not, why are you here?

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			I may have been accused of embezzlement, but I am no scoundrel. Never have been!

			BILLY

			Never say never. And never trust a man who says never. Moving on. 

			(turns towards WALLY) 

			Oh, monkey Wally, you! To what do we owe the pleasure?

			WALLY

			Well—I’m no scoundrel either!

			BILLY 

			

			(speaks sarcastically to LIFER)

			Sounds like we don’t have any scoundrels in here! What a great place to be, chock-full of innocence! 

			(mumbles to himself) 

			A chock-full of excuses, I say.

			LIFER

			Now, now, 1234. It’s not all black and white. For as long as I’ve lived, I have yet to see a villain who called himself one. Not out there, not in here. In fact, when I do meet one, I’ll gladly bow down to that man and kiss his vile feet!

			HOLLINGSWORTH 

			(scoffs)

			Seems like a scoundrel can only see scoundrels.

			LIFER

			Good point. Whether that point is for you, or against you, now that’s a good question. 

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			I only make good points, great points. Perhaps you’ve seen me on TV before. 

			They call me the prophet of our generation!

			BILLY

			

			Oh, shut up, you crook!

			LIFER

			A delusional one, this one.

			BILLY

			Nobody is getting swindled here!

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			How dare you speak to me like that? 

			You son of a…

			BILLY 

			(with an intimidating snarl)

			What? 

			(gets in HOLLINGSWORTH’s face, staring him down)

			LIFER

			Now, this is a place where we are free of age, of status. There is no point in creating a hierarchy here.

			BILLY 

			(without breaking eye contact with HOLLINGSWORTH)

			Age is just a number, dwag.

			

			WALLY 

			(in a high-pitched voice)

			There, there, there lovers, this is just sad to watch. Age might be a number, but time? Time is gold! Gold, platinum, diamonds! 

			(stroking his neck and arm as if stroking imaginary jewelry) 

			And diamonds are Wally’s very... best... FRIEND! 

			BILLY

			The monkey goes for the money!

			HOLLINGSWORTH

			In the name of God! Who do you think you are?

			(WALLY and HOLLINGSWORTH shove BILLY forcefully. The three prisoners start shoving each other back and forth. GUARD enters, swinging his baton in the air)

			GUARD

			Is that a squeak I hear? 

			Did I not warn you! 

			(The four prisoners scramble into line and stand up straight. GUARD walks up and down the line, twirling the baton)

			GUARD

			

			Can you see, with those beady dimwit eyes of yours, what is in my hands?

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(in unison)

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			I’m sure you remember, with your wretched bodies, what it feels like to be beaten to the bone with this bad boy, am I right?

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(in unison)

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			Attention!

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(standing up straight, in unison)

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			Down!

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(getting into plank position, in unison)

			Yessir!

			

			GUARD

			If I see a flinch, the tiniest movement, all of you will get to remember what this baton tastes like, you hear?

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS

			(maintaining their positions)

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			Now you are going to stay here, and keep your beady dimwit eyes shut till the sun rises tomorrow, you hear?

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS 

			(in unison)

			Yessir!

			GUARD

			Now lie down, right where you are, and go to sleep. I don’t want to see that you’ve moved an inch further than the width of the coffin we’ll bury you in. You hear?

			ALL FOUR PRISONERS

			Yessir, thank you, sir!

			(One by one, the prisoners flip over and lay in line, packed like sardines. Lights fade out)

			

			(Soon after, only the faint sound of snoring is heard in the darkness. A soft snoring from BILLY, a quiet wolf-like growl from HOLLINGSWORTH, and occasional sleep talk, like monkey chatter, from WALLY)

			LIGHTS OUT
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