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It was then that I realized, much to my shock, that my life had started in another person’s womb, another person’s body. 

“Palimpsest is a beautifully rendered and emotionally gripping graphic novel that underlines 
the multitudes of losses transnational adoptees experience. In telling her story, Sjöblom il-
lustrates the violence adoptees experience as a result of being denied access to their own 
histories. Palimpsest artfully captures the personal struggles of transnational adoptee birth 
searches, as well as the inequities and injustices embedded within the history of the interna-
tional adoption industry.”

—KIM PARK NELSON, author of Invisible Asians: Korean American Adoptees, 
Asian American Experiences, and Racial Exceptionalism

“Palimpsest is not only a dramatic and riveting story of a Korean adoptee’s search for her ori-
gins. It is also a window onto the abuses that are all too common in transnational adoption, 
and too often glossed over as insignificant. Through beautiful images and compelling prose, 
Sjöblom captures how adoption entails the systematic erasure and rewriting of names, re-
lations, and cultural belonging, and thereby brings into powerful focus the indelible psychic 

traces that remain.” 
–ELEANA KIM, author of Adopted Territory: Transnational Korean Adoptees and 
the Politics of Belonging
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“Lisa Wool-Rim Sjöblom offers a searing first per-
son account of her journey. Thoughtfully told and 
beautifully illustrated, her memoir is sure to reso-
nate with many readers. Palimpsest provides an 
important voice.”

—ELIZABETH RALEIGH, author of Sell-
ing Transracial Adoption: Families, Mar-

kets, and the Color Line

“Lisa Wool-Rim Sjöblom’s beautifully crafted 
graphic novel about being a transnational adop-
tee of color in Sweden is not just pioneering but 
also functions as a powerful reparative act. Pa-
limpsest highlights previously subjugated and 
silenced experiences that might appear to be 
uncomfortable but nonetheless have to be told 
to accomplish truth and reconciliation for all 
partners involved in adoption. Through Palimp-
sest, Sjöblom helps to break the taboo in Sweden 
surrounding the all-too-numerous corrupt adop-
tions.”

—TOBIAS HÜBINETTE, PhD in Korean 
studies and a critical race studies re-

searcher, Karlstad University

“Ms. Sjoblom’s story is her own, yet it represents 
the many adoptees who discover their documents 
have been falsified, destroyed in a fire/flood, or 
simply made up by social workers to create a 
more adoptable baby – transforming Wool-Rim 
into case #79-167 into Lisa.  Through the opening 
lens of giving birth to her own children, Ms. Sjob-
lom documents her relentless search for her birth 
family despite being told repeatedly that they 
cannot be found. This is a story about searching 
and finding, yearning, but never really reuniting.” 

–OH MYO KIM, PhD, Assistant Professor 
of the Practice, Counseling, Developmental 

& Educational Psychology, Boston College
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This album is dedicated to all adoptees
—living and dead—

whose voices have been silenced



Palimpsest:
A very old text or document in which writing has been 
removed and covered or replaced by new writing.

Adoption:
The act of legally taking a child to be taken care of 
as your own.

—Cambridge Dictionary



Stockholm
September 21st, 1994

Dear Mr. Sjöblom,

You called me just over a week ago to ask if it was possible to find out more about 
your daughter Lisa from Korea. I promised to speak to Ms. Kang, who was here visiting 
us, and I have now done so.

Ms. Kang told me that the older the adoptees are, the harder it is to find infor-
mation on them. There were no computers back then and it wasn’t mandatory to 
register the social security numbers of the birth parents, etc.

When searching for a person who has relinquished their child to an organization for 
international adoption, the following is done:

• A telegram is sent to the address in the adoption file.

• If it is returned to SWS, they contact the “dong office,” which is an
office located on every block, to ask if they have any information
about where the person you’re searching for has moved to.

• If the “dong office” doesn’t have any information, SWS contacts the “ku 
office,” which is an office located in every city district. They keep
registers of the people living there.

• If they don’t have any information either, the police will be contacted 
for the social security number or date of birth of the person you’re looking for. 
Sometimes the social security number and date of birth turn out to be false. 
The address might also be false, perhaps it is just the name of a mountain with 
a number added.

Naturally, if a woman has to relinquish her child, she wouldn’t want anyone to know 
that she had even been pregnant. Even nowadays, it’s very hard for single mothers 
to get by, and it was even worse some time ago. A single mother would have had 
little chance to stay with her family, and the possibility of getting married would 
have been non-existent.

Korea is a tough society. Economically, the country recovered rapidly after the war, 
but many people had to pay a high price for this. The social rules are very strict 
and those who don’t fit in become outcasts.



I understand that this is a difficult answer for Lisa, but I’m afraid it’s the only 
one I can give her. I’ve worked with SWS for fifteen years, and I visited Korea for 
the first time in 1971. I can guarantee that they’ve done everything in their power 
to help Lisa. 

However, they still have Lisa’s file, and if anyone comes to search for her, we will 
be notified, and they also will be told about Lisa’s own inquiries. But chances 
are that Lisa’s mother hadn’t told anyone about Lisa’s birth or adoption, and we 
can only hope that Lisa’s mother today has a family, a husband, and children. A 
revelation of Lisa’s existence would most likely break up that family and cause 
even more people pain.

I am convinced that Lisa’s mother didn’t have any other choice, either for her-
self or for Lisa, when she decided upon adoption. I’m also convinced that Lisa’s 
mother has not forgotten her; it’s just that we don’t know where her mother is 
with her thoughts.

I hope Lisa can accept these facts and still embrace Korea as her first country, 
a wonderful, beautiful country that I hope you and she will some day be able 
to visit.

Kind Regards,
Margareta Blomkvist,

Adoptionscentrum*



Part 1 Scriptio Superior



I’m better prepared this time.

So, when did you 
have your last 

period?

For the questions about my biological background, the 
ones I can never answer.

Right, Lisa,  
let’s start with 
a few questions 
on your medical 

history.

Do you know anything about your  
mom’s pregnancy and your own birth? If not, 

you might want to talk to her. It can be good 
preparation, because it can give you an 

idea of what to expect.

Last time, these questions tore open deep 
wounds that I thought had healed a long 
time ago.
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During my first pregnancy, these questions reminded 
me that this body of mine is a mystery. An enigma. 

Okay, let’s get started. 
Can you pull up your 

top, please?

That I’m a person who manifested out of thin air, 
a person without roots. Not born, but still here.

Everything looks 
fine! Look, here 
you can see the 

heart!

When I found out I was expecting my first child, it 
was as though my mythological mother entered my 
body and soul.

MOM? 
MOM!

It felt as though I was carrying her, not my son.

WHAT’S MY 
MOTHER DOING 
IN THERE!!?

It was then that I realized, much to my shock, that my life had started in another person’s womb, another person’s body. 
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Was my mother as shocked as I was? When she understood the condition she
was in?

Was she scared? Was she lonely?
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It’s no wonder we adoptees forget that we were
ever born. We’re taught that our existence began the
day we met our new families.

Where do babies
come from?

Arlanda airport!

The word that describes how we become a part of 
our families hides the fact that we ever belonged 
to another one.

This is the origin story I grew up with. It was put up 
on my parents’ fridge as a poem.*

Many of us actually believe that our lives started 
with a flight.

 It was as  
if you’d been 
away on a 

trip and then 
came back—

to us.

Our first families are eventually reduced 
to the margins…

A mother is not the woman 
who just gave birth to you, 
but the one who raised and 

took care of you!

to be completely erased in the end.

The important thing is
that you’re here now!
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Many adoptees feel an inexplicable grief on their 
birthdays. They somehow remind us of a loss that 
no one will talk about.

We mourn in silence. We don’t want to risk upsetting 
or hurting our adoptive parents, so when our losses 
are talked about as a positive, we keep quiet.

I’m sure your mom 
loved you, but she gave 
you away to give you a 

better life.

We become an empty vessel for other people to fill 
with their own story. 

It’s much 
better that 

they can come 
here, instead 

of growing up in 
those horrible 
orphanages!

Eventually, we start retelling those myths we’ve 
been fed ourselves.

And after a while, our first families disappear completely from our own stories. And so do we.

Since my  
parents couldn’t 
have children of 
their own, they 

turned to  
adoption.

The nice thing about being adopted  
is that you know you’re wanted, maybe even 
more than other kids are. I mean, it’s not 
like we came here by mistake, our parents 

had to really fight to get us here.

Over the years, the story has worn a hole in my soul.
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During the pushing stage at the birth of my first child, it seemed that my body was possessed by my mother. 
She was me, and I was the child on my way out into the world. It is recommended that you use visualization 
techniques to help you through the demanding labor. Each contraction, however painful, brings you closer to 
your baby.

But what do you do when the contractions are pulling you away from it?

They’re going to take my baby!
They’re going to take my baby!

You’re doing fine, 
Lisa! Just don’t forget  
to breathe! It’ll soon  

be time to push…  
You’re doing great!

And the baby inside is going to be given to someone else?

I was taken from my mother as a newborn. Was she 
even allowed to hold me?

An image of that separation has been stored in my
body for all those years, and now it throws me into 
total darkness.
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Night after night, I watched over my newborn son, 
ready to pick him up if he woke up feeling lonely.

Each cry tore me apart. I thought he sounded like
an abandoned child.

Sssh, 
sssh, honey, 

Mommy’s here! 
Mommy’s here! 

I’m here!

I was tormented by nightmare visions, in which I die  
and Teddy is taken away to an orphanage… to later be adopted and taught to forget that 

I’d ever been his mother.

Sven, your mom 
couldn’t take care 

of you, so she gave 
you away so that 
you could have a 

better life.

I thought about the little child I once was. Who lived in Korea, who was Wool Rim.* Who was Korean, who spoke 
Korean. Who may have been abandoned, but was still part of something bigger… 

who was put on a plane with a one-way ticket to Sweden, accompanied by an escort who didn’t look like 
anyone she’d ever seen before…
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