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Taupō district will have the opportunity to explore the reclusive Stalinist nation of North Korea through a 

new exhibition at Taupō Museum. The exhibition, Lens on North Korea, is by Wellington-based French 

photographer Karim Sahai and opens on 14 September. 

  

The photographs were taken when Sahai visited the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea during the 

celebrations marking the hundredth birthday of the country’s late founder, Kim Il-Sung. In the weeks following the 

festivities, Sahai and his cameras travelled to several provinces and witnessed the contrived North Korean reality 

eagerly presented to foreigners by government-mandated officials, as well as glimpses of a life less staged and 

rarely seen.  

 

For Sahai, Lens on North Korea is part of a long-held desire to explore places shrouded in mystery. “More than 

deep curiosity, it is the exploration of the powerful duality of the relationship between one’s fantasy and the reality 

we perceive which continues to sustain my photographic expression,” he says. “Despite the heavy restrictions on 

photography and very limited access, I explore the relationship between our manufactured fantasy about that 

country, North Korea’s own chimera and a reality we can fathom, through images obtained under difficult 

circumstances.” 

 

Sahai attributes his passion for travel and photography to collecting stamps during his childhood. The many images 

they depicted became his window on the world. “During my childhood, I developed a quasi obsession with places 

and societies inaccessible to me and which I would explore, mentally – and by proxy – through the thousands of 

stamps I collected.” 

 

Sahai’s natural creativity evolved into a career in the film and television industry, where he specialised in digital 

visual effects. He has worked on over 30 motion pictures with directors such as James Cameron (Avatar), Steven 

Spielberg (Tintin) and Peter Jackson (The Lord of the Rings, The Hobbit).   

 

Sahai’s photography celebrates the visual aesthetics in regular activities and the exploration of new places. To this 

end, his approach is equally cinematic as it is candid. 

 

Lens on North Korea will be on display in the main gallery from 14 September to 10 October. Taupō Museum is 

open from 10am–4.30pm daily and is free to locals with proof of residence. 
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