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PREFACE

In contemporary South Korea, new traditional music, called ch'angjak kugak, is thriving. 

It is performed at important national events, replacing the symbolic presentation of 

chSnt'ong kugak [old traditional music]. An unprecedented number of composers from a 

variety of backgrounds are writing new music based on traditional forms, and they are 

greatly respected. Performances of ch'angjak kugak can be found any day of the week for 

large paying audiences. Koreans today, especially the younger generation, strongly 

believe that new traditional music is the "ideal" musical tradition which can represent the 

new-found national pride and strength of a new Korea.

Like South Korea, many other countries in Asia have undergone musical changes 

due to the influx of Western civilization which swept the continent in the late nineteenth 

century. The response has been unique in each case. Japan, for example, has embraced 

Western art music as part of the nation's main musical culture, while older Japanese 

traditional music has become something of a museum piece (Harich-Schneider 1973). The 

opposite phenomenon has occurred in India: traditional art forms have survived as the 

main musical pursuit of the nation despite the tremendous impact of Western music. In 

Java, Western music has also greatly influenced the shape of traditional music, as 

manifested in the reinventing of gamelan traditions (Becker 1972,1980). In South Korea, 

political turmoil during the first half of the twentieth century, especially Japanese 

colonization (1910-45) and the Korean War (1950-53), forced the nation to accept 

Western music and to abandon Korean traditional music. Since the 1960s, however, a
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new musical tradition, based on old traditional forms, has emerged and taken hold as a 

reflection of a new, politically independent, and economically powerful Korea.

While growing up in South Korea, I was encouraged to study only Western music, 

specifically, European art music. I learned to play the piano and I listened to Bach and 

Brahms as if European art music were my own musical culture. Being raised in a 

Christian home, I was also deeply influenced by Western values and thoughts. Chdnt'ong 

umak [old Korean traditional music] was rarely heard in our household. My musical 

upbringing was typical of many upper-middle class South Koreans. Growing up in a 

society where European art music was enjoyed as the only legitimate music, I never felt 

ashamed of not knowing about the traditional musical culture of Korea. I was never really 

introduced to Korean traditional music.

Like many other Korean musicians, I came to the United States to pursue a career in 

music—European art music, that is. As I studied historical musicology at Harvard in the 

early 1980s, I began to ask some serious questions about my identity as a Korean and 

about why my musical specialization was limited only to Western music. It took nearly a 

decade for me to overcome Korean societal prejudice against Korean traditional music and 

find the courage to regard the music of my own culture as a serious research topic. The 

ethnomusicology program at the University of Michigan provided me with an atmosphere 

in which I was finally able to find a solution to the problem of merging my individual 

identity with my musicological specialization.

The idea for this dissertation was formed in June 1994, while I was attending an 

intensive six-week training course at the Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center. I 

learned mostly the performance techniques of samulnori [playing four percussion 

instruments], but, to my disappointment, learned little about the nature of the traditional

VUI
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rhythmic patterns called changdan. The organizer of the course assumed that I, coming 

from the West, would want to learn to play the fast rhythmic patterns of the new genre 

evolved from nong'ak [farmers' music] rather than the slower traditional forms. Through 

my frequent discussions with Korean musicians and scholars, as well as those with my 

fellow students in the program, I decided to look more closely at the interactions between 

traditional and modem Korean music, and identified ch'angjak kugak as a critically 

important area in the musical scene of modern-day South Korea.

I have gone back to South Korea twice since then: February-June 1995 and 

January-June 1996. During these periods I worked as an instructor of music at Seoul 

National University and had daily contact with scholars, composers, and students in the 

Korean Traditional Music Department there. I chose to pursue my research at Seoul 

National University because its Korean Traditional Music Department has led the way, and 

still does, in the scholarship on the development of new traditional music in Korea. 

Through numerous formal and informal meetings with scholars and composers there and 

at other institutions, I formulated my ideas. Then I tested them through discussions with 

both graduate and undergraduate students in my courses. I also attended numerous 

ch 'angjak kugak concerts at Seoul National University and the Korean Traditional 

Performing Arts Center in order to observe the performance practice of new traditional 

music. Many of the musical examples used in this study were provided by Tong'yang 

Umak YQnguso [Asian Music Research Institute] of Seoul National University and by the 

composers themselves.

In this study I have tried to show how Koreans have always struggled to find an 

"ideal" solution for whatever they do, including an ideal music that can represent them to 

themselves and to the world. Now, as the country becomes more affluent than ever 

before, South Korea's national pride and its yearning for a music of its own are being
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answered by ch'angjak kugak musicians who have reintroduced some of the uniquely 

Korean elements of chdnt'ong kugak. The history of my own musical career is, in a 

sense, a perfect mirror image of the musical soul-searching of the entire country. Finally, 

I too have come back.

x

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DEDICATION ii

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS iii

PREFACE vii

LIST OF FIGURES xiii

LIST OF APPENDICES xv

CHAPTER

I . INTRODUCTION 1

The Objectives and Scope of the Present Study 4
The Organization of the Present Study 8

II . MUSICAL LIFE IN A CHANGING SOCIETY:
THE M VSICSCAPE OF TW ENTIETH-CENTURY
SOUTH KOREA 13

The Period of Enlightenment (1880s—1910) 15
The Period of Political Colonization (1910—45) 19
The Period of Cultural Colonization (1945—Mid-1970s) 28
The Period of Renewed Nationalism (Late 1970s—Present) 34

HI. DEVELOPMENTAL HISTORY OF C H 'AN G JA K  KUGAK:
INVENTING A N EW  TRADITION  42

Development of Ch 'angjak Kugak from the 1960s
to the Present 46

Westernization (1960s—Early 1970s) 51
Nationalization (Mid-1970s—Mid-1980s) 58
Diversification (Late 1980s—Present) 61

Modified Traditional Instruments and Orchestration 68
Modification of Traditional Instruments 68
Orchestration of Korean Traditional Instruments 74

xi

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



IV. CENTRAL ELEMENTS O F KOREAN TRADITIONAL MUSIC 79

Philosophy and Aesthetics of Korean Traditional Music 80
Regulation of Emotion 80
Yin and Yang as Ki [Energy] 83
The Beauty of Age 84
Naturalism 86
Hwaibudong 86

Central Musical Elements of Korean Traditional Music 103
Sdnyul [Melody] 104
Sigimsae [living Tone] and Dynamic Shading 110
Changdan [Rhythm] 112
Tul [Structure] 119

V. THE C H 'AN G JA K  KUGAK  SYMPHONIES
OF YI SONG-CH'ON 128

Yi Song-ch'on As a Composer, Theorist, and Teacher 129
The Musical Language of Yi S6ng-ch'5n: Simplicity 132
Orchestral Works of Yi S5ng-ch'6n 134

Compositions during the Formative Period
of the 1960s 138

Overture to the New Traditional Music 141
Works From the Mid-1970s to Mid-1980s 146

"My Country I—Country o f Morning Calm" 149
"Symphony No. 5 (Prelude to Tarydng)" 157

Compositions after the mid-1980s 163
Symphony No. 4: "The Four Saints" 165
Symphony No. 10: "We are the World" 169

VI. QUEST FOR THE "CORRECT" TRADITION 179

New Traditional Music as the Music
of "Our" World and "Our" Time 179

Combining the Traditions of Chong 'ak and Minsogak 180
Combining the Traditions of Western

and Korean Traditional Music 180
"Feeling Towards" a New Culture 183

The Quest for New Sound 184
Future Directions in Scholarship on Korean Music 187

Appendices 191

Bibliography 531

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

1. Aakbo [A Score of Court Music]
from the Annals o f King Sejong (1447) 27

2. An Example of a Korean Hymn Based on a Wesleyan Hymn 63

3. An Arrangement of Beethoven's "Moonlight Sonata"
for 2 1-string Kayagum by Yi Song-ch'Sn (1985) 65

4. An Arrangement of "Amazing Grace"
for 12-string Kayagum by Hwang Byung-ki (1992) 66

5. The Pitch Range of Traditional Instruments 70

6. Two Types of Placement of Traditional Instruments as Proposed by Yi 77

7. The Opening Section of "Sujech'on"
[A Royal Banquet Music] (mm. 1-15) 90

8. An Example of Hwaibudong by Sigimsae [Living Tone]
in the Opening Phrase of "Sujech'Sn" 95

9. An Example of Hwaibudong by Using Kanum [Middle Tone]
in "Toduri" 96

10. An Example of Hwaibudong by a Deliberate Melodic
Discrepancy in "Ch'wita" 97

11. An Example of Chdngganbo (from Howard 1988, p. 268) 99

12. A Transcription of "Sujech'Sn" by Cho Chae-son (1992: 193) 101

13. The Twelve Scale Tunes [Yul] of Korean Traditional Music 105

14. Sambunsonikbob 106

15. Three Different Scalar Systems: Western Scale, Just Intonation, and
Korean Scale 107

16. P'ydng Mode and Kyemyon Mode 109

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



17. Changdan [Rhythmic Patterns] of Folk Music Genres
(from Howard 1988, pp. 141-42) 113

18. Changdan [Rhythmic Patterns] of Court Music Genres
(from Howard 1988, pp. 139-40) 116

19. Confucian Ritual Music: "Hwangchong-gung" 118

20. Different structures of chdnt'ong kugak 122

21. An Example of "Call and Response Type": A Boat Song 124

22. Diagram of "T'aryong" in "Yongsanhoesang" 125

23. Endings of Each Section of "T'aryQng" in "YSngsanhoesang” 126

24. Children's Folk Song: "Saeya Saeya" [Birdie Birdie] 143

25. Diagram of "My Country I" of Yi Song-ch'6n (1981) 151

26. An Unusual Practice in Instrumental Writing in "My Country I"
(mm. 3547 and 64-85) 152

27. Three Thematic Materials Used in the Three Parts
of "My Country I" 156

28. Diagram of Symphony No. 5 of Yi S6ng-ch'6n (1986) 158

29. The Pitch Range of 21-string hydn 'gum 168

30. Diagram of Symphony No. 10, "We are the World,"
of Yi Song-ch'6n (1988) 171

xiv

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



LIST OF APPENDICES

Appendix

A. Glossary of Korean Terms 192

B. Glossary of Korean Traditional Instruments
Used in Orchestral Woks of Ch'angjak Kugak 199

C. Scores of Music Discussed in the Text 208

1. "Sujech'dn" 209

2. 'T'aryong" from "Yongsanhoesang" 232

3. Symphony No. 1 of Yi Song-ch’on (1963) 241

4. "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra"
of Yi Song-ch’6n (1974) 282

5. Symphonic Poem, "My Country I—Country of Morning Calm"
of Yi Song-ch’on (1981) 319

6. Symphony No. 5 ("Prelude to T'aryfing") of Yi Song-ch'on (1986) 359

7. Symphony No. 4 ("The Four Saints") of Yi Song-ch'6n (1988) 405

8. Symphony No. 10 ("We are the World") of Yi Song-chon (1988) 460

xv

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In the twentieth century, the influence of Western music on non-Western cultures 

seems so great that the world appears to be, to borrow an expression from Bruno 

Nettl (1978:123), "a single unit of culture." Walter W iora(1965: 147-97), who 

divides music history into four different periods, defined the culture of the current 

period as a "global industrial culture" in which music also becomes homogenized. 

Alan Lomax (1968:4) predicted the "greying-out of musical diversity." In contrast 

to these predictions from the 1960s of eventual cultural conformity in world music, 

however, Nettl (1978: 123-35) considers the current period to be one of great 

diversity as a wider range of musics from around the world becomes increasingly 

available to most people. He argues that reactions to Western music and musical 

thought will also become more diversified.

As cultural interaction has increased, the musical changes that take place in 

non-Westem cultures have numbered among the most important topics in the studies 

of world music since the late 1970s. Musical changes due to cultural contacts have 

been discussed in various terms: "cultural dissonance" (Meyer 1967); "purists and 

syncretists" (Blacking 1977); "influence or confluence" (Chou 1977); 

"Westernization or modernization" (Nettl 1978); and "musical transculturation" 

(Kartomi 1981). With the development of electronic technology, the changes are

1
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also attributed to "mediamorphosis," that is, electronic mutation of musical 

communication (Blaukopf 1983,1994). Blacking (1995: 173) emphasizes the 

importance of the topic in general:

The study of musical change is not only interesting because music 
reflects the deeper sources and meanings of social and cultural 
continuity and change; it is of vital concern to the future of individuals 
and societies because it may reveal not only how people have changed 
their music, but also how, through the medium of music, people can 
change themselves in unexpected ways.1

Newly-composed Korean traditional music, called ch'angjak kugak, which 

emerged in the 1960s, provides an example of a musical change that reflects and 

forecasts other changes in society. Since its introduction in the late nineteenth 

century, Western music has greatly affected the musicscape2 of South Korea. The 

history of twentieth-century music in South Korea has been characterized, for the 

most part, by the conflict between Western music and Korean traditional music. 

Ch'angjak kugak is a new, invented musical tradition that combines different 

elements from various sources while maintaining its reference to the past This new 

tradition of Korean music may well be the answer to the nation's long-standing desire 

for a music that displays the distinctiveness and superiority of the Korean heritage.

The role of music in Korean society has been immensely significant since it 

has been believed to affect the formation of one's character and also provide 

harmony to society at large. According to Sejong shillok [Annals of the King

1 This statement, quoted from Blacking's 1995 book, derives originally from his 1977 essay, 
"Some Problems of Theory and Method in the Study of Musical Change."

2 The term musicscape was first coined by Mark Slobin in his 1992 essay entitled 
"Micromusics of the West: A Comparative Approach."
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Sejong] (1418-50), "the ideal (my emphasis] of music was to elevate human nature 

to correspond to that of a perfectly ordered cosmos so that the society would become 

one which dwelt in peace” (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:32). This fifteenth-century 

concept of "ideal" [isangjdk] music still prevails among kugak [Korean traditional 

music] composers and motivates them to search for the "correct” musical culture of 

"our" world and "our" time. Following the remarkable economic growth of the 

1970s, there has been a growing sense of national pride and solidarity. South 

Koreans believe that traditional art forms can assert what they describe as the 

distinctiveness and superiority of Korean culture. The creation of new music based 

on traditional art forms has become an expression of this ideology.

Since its birth in the 1960s, ch'angjak kugak has steadily gained currency in the 

daily life of South Koreans and has now taken its place under the umbrella of 

musical culture in modern-day South Korea, alongside with the Western music 

(European art music) and Korean traditional music. This new traditional music 

enjoyed a tremendous surge in popularity when the 1988 Seoul Olympics featured 

ch'angjak kugak as the theme music, and then again in 1994, when the "Year of 

Traditional Music" decreed by the South Korean government promoted frequent 

performances of new traditional music in various symbolic venues. Approaching the 

dawn of a new century, the nation seems genuinely excited about the possibility of 

having finally found the "true" Korean music. The time is right, I feel, to look back 

at the short but extremely dynamic history of ch'angjak kugak and to look forward to 

its future.
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The Objectives and Scope of the Present Study

While musical change due to Western impact in third-world countries has been an 

important topic of ethnomusicology since the 1970s, the influence of Western culture 

on the development of new traditional music in Korea has received little attention, 

with the possible exceptions of brief mentions by Chou (1977) and Nettl (1978, 

1985). Until very recently, discussions of Korean music have largely comprised 

either (1) descriptions of an exotic and static musical culture of the Far East as 

viewed by outsiders or (2) historical studies of old literature and scores conducted 

mostly by native researchers. Some scholars even exclude ch'angjak kugak from the 

category of Korean traditional music, out of their firm belief in the "unchanging" and 

"ancient" qualities of traditional music.

A few composers—most notably Hwang Byung-ki (1979,1982), Yi Song- 

ch'on (1982), and ChSn In-p'yong (1987)—who have been involved in the 

development of ch'angjak kugak itself began writing about its history.

Comprehensive works have been published as group efforts, such as Kugagui 

hang'ydn [Feast of Korean Music] volume 5 (1988), published by the daily 

newspaper Chung'ang Ilbo, and Retrospect and Prospect o f Traditional Korean 

Music: Facing the Twenty-first Century (1994) by the Korean Traditional Music 

Department of Seoul National University. These works are significant in their scope 

and size, and provide a general picture of the development of new traditional music 

and its composers. They are still, however, of an introductory nature.

Recently, the Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center (KTPAC) published 

a large amount of information on the development of new traditional music in the 

last fifty years based on talks given at a conference organized for the celebration of
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the fiftieth anniversary of liberation from Japanese colonization (1995). The 

conference covered various topics concerning the present status of ch'angjak kugak, 

including a list of all the compositions of new traditional music written since the 

1960s. The list also reviewed in detail efforts to modify traditional instruments.

This thorough and comprehensive list was immensely helpful to my research.

Two theses (Killick 1990; Kwon Oh-hyang 1992) have touched upon the subject 

of new traditional music. In her doctoral dissertation, Cultural Identity through 

Music: A Socio-Aesthetic Analysis o f Contemporary Music in South Korea, Kwon 

Oh-hyang examined the current musical scene in South Korea, but new traditional 

music is only briefly mentioned as one of six types of contemporary Korean music. 

In his master's thesis, New Music for Korean Instruments: An Analytical Survey, 

Andrew Killick dealt with the whole range of new music for Korean instruments by 

composers of various orientations. However, these two works, while containing 

valuable information for the English reader, are largely surveys rather than in-depth 

analyses of the music or its environment

While an overview of the new traditional music has been attempted on several 

occasions, a detailed examination of the music itself has not I believe that a critical 

analysis is crucial to a better understanding of the development of new traditional 

music in South Korea. Although it would be ideal to analyze the whole range of 

Korean musical genres in new traditional music, I have limited my study to the 

genre of newly-composed orchestral music written for traditional instruments.

I chose the orchestral genre partly because it has received the most attention by 

composers of Korean traditional music. The twelve pieces that were premiered for 

the general public in 1961 and 1962 were all ensemble works (Yi Sang-gyu 1995:
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109). The composers' adherence to the ensemble genre may be due to the fact that 

the best-known items in the traditional repertoire, except for some examples from 

folk genres such as sanjo, were also orchestral works such as "Yongsanhoesang"3 

and "Sujech'bn".4 More importantly, however, I chose to analyze newly-composed 

orchestral pieces to illustrate the controversial nature of the use of harmony, which is 

among the most obvious signs of the influence of Western music (Nettl 1978:134; 

1985:5).

I have examined pieces composed mainly for traditional instruments in order to 

observe the range and variety of new possibilities that kugak composers have found 

in the medium of traditional instruments. I was particularly interested in how kugak 

composers found ways to incorporate new techniques and musical idioms of the 

West into the foundations of Korean traditional music, using traditional instruments, 

which have such different aesthetic and philosophical origins from Western 

instruments. Although there are also many compositions for traditional instruments 

written by Western music composers in Korea, I concentrated on the compositions 

by kugak composers to illuminate the development of ch'angjak kugak. It was kugak 

composers who initiated the invention of this new musical tradition in the 1960s, not

3 "YSngsanhoesang," as one of the chdng'ak repertoires, originated in a Buddhist chant with 
the text indicating "the great Buddha preaching on the Mount YOngsan." It was sung while 
the priests and congregation walked around the image of Buddha in the court of the temple.
It later became pure instrumental music as the text disappeared. Several independent 
pieces were added later and now eight or nine pieces make up the current form of 
"Ydngsanhoesang." The aim of the piece is to express serenity and moderation (Chang Sa- 
hun 1985:177).

4 "Sujech'dn" is one of the oldest court music pieces, originating from the Paekche period 
(18 B.C.-660 A.D.). It was used for royal banquets, and sometimes to accompany the royal 
court dance, "Ch’fiyongmu." It has been known as the most elegant and beautiful of all court 
music because of its solemn and sublime melody, and its slow rhythm (Cho Chae-s6n 1992: 
128).
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yang'ak [Western music] composers, who joined the movement only in the late 

1970s.

In addition to my reappraisal of the development of ch'angjak kugak as a 

newly-invented tradition, I decided to focus on the symphonic works of Yi Sdng- 

ch'6n (b. 1936), who is arguably the most influential composer in the musicscape of 

modern-day South Korea. In my opinion, he has practically led the whole history of 

the development of ch'angjak kugak by regularly posing and then achieving new 

goals for his music and for ch'angjak kugak in general: he has modified traditional 

instruments (see Chapter 3); he has written numerous essays to enhance the 

understanding of traditional music (see the Bibliography); he has composed pieces 

with innovative ideas (see Chapter 5); and inspired other composers to follow his 

lead.

Now facing the twenty-first century, South Korea is recognized worldwide as a 

country of prosperity, one worthy of hosting the Olympics and the World Cup. The 

persistent use of the term uri [our or us] among Koreans in discussing national 

culture, which used to be considered by foreigners to be a defensive mechanism 

(Killick 1990: 193), is no longer perceived as an assertion of nationalism. Though it 

seems unwonted to foreigners, the possessive pronoun wn is in fact conventional and 

normal among Koreans, even in expressing an individual's point of view. First- 

person pronouns are hardly used in Korea, a society in which collective or communal 

interests are arguably much more important than those of the individual. No one in 

Korea refers to his or her mother as "my" mom, but rather as uri -"our" mom. 

Although the term "our" as it is used to describe new traditional music naturally 

indicates national pride and solidarity, the term also reflects the music's close 

connections to the daily life of South Koreans.
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Although Westernization and modernization are among the most significant 

responses listed by Nettl, in the following account I argue that new Korean 

traditional music is not simply the result of a desire to "advance" in the sense of 

Westernization or modernization but rather the outcome of the search for an "ideal" 

music. I first discuss the musical changes in new Korean traditional music as they 

occurred almost exclusively under the influence of Western culture, at a time (the 

1960s) when composers had few models other than those provided by European art 

music. I then describe how composers of new Korean traditional music invented an 

"ideal" musical culture by searching for new materials from diverse sources beyond 

the limits of either the Korean tradition or the western classical tradition.

The Organization of the Present Study

In my study of new Korean traditional music, I first describe the musicscape of 

South Korea in order to provide a historical perspective on the musical life of South 

Korea (Chapter 2). I divide the twentieth-century history of South Korea into the 

following four periods and discuss the musical changes in each period in relation to 

the political and social changes: Enlightenment (1880s-1910), Political Colonization 

(1910-45), Cultural Colonization (1945-mid-1970s), and Renewed Nationalism (late 

1970s-present). In particular, I illuminate the tension between Korean traditional 

music and Western music in each period to provide the historical context in which 

ch'angjak kugak has emerged and developed.

In Chapter 3 ,1 explain the notion of composition, which was new in the 

traditional society of Korea, before arguing how ch'angjak kugak composers 

invented a new tradition in accord with the definition of Eric Hobsbawm (1983: 1-4).
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In the second half of the chapter, the development of new traditional music, more 

specifically that of ensemble music, is briefly described, and the specific musics 

drawn from in each developmental stage are discussed. I propose a new scheme that 

takes into consideration both musical and social changes responsible for the 

evolution of new Korean traditional music. The period is divided into the following 

three phases: Westernization (19G0s-early 1970s), Nationalization (mid-1970s—mid- 

1980s); and Diversification Gate 1980s-present).

At the end of the third chapter, I review attempts to modify traditional 

instruments in order to meet the demands of new traditional music. I also describe 

the crucial problem of differences in aesthetics between the two cultures, traditional 

Korean and Western, in order to elucidate the slow rate of change in Korean 

traditional instruments in comparison to the changes in the traditional instruments of 

its neighbors, China and Japan. The orchestration of new traditional music, and the 

different types of placement of instruments in the performance space proposed by Yi 

Song-ch'Sn in particular, are also discussed at the very end of the chapter.

Chapter 4 re-examines the main characteristics of Korean traditional music in 

order to comprehend how the new musical tradition had its foundation in chont'ong 

kugak [old traditional music]. I then discuss the philosophical and musical aspects of 

Korean traditional music in general before analyzing the symphonic works of Yi 

Song-ch'on. The first part of Chapter 4 is devoted to the philosophy and aesthetics of 

Korean traditional music. Five distinct concepts are observed: (1) regulation of 

emotion; (2) yin and yang as fa [energy]; (3) naturalism; (4) beauty of age; and (5) 

hwaibudong [harmony with individuality]. I discuss the texture of traditional music, 

which has often been called "heterophony11 by Westerners, since it bears a close 

relationship to the concept of hwaibudong. The central musical elements of
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traditional music are illustrated by examples from the repertoires of old traditional 

music: (1) sdn'yid [melody]; (2) sigimsae [living tone] and dynamic shading; (3) 

changdan [rhythmic pattern]; and (4) tul [structure].

In the musical analysis section of Chapter 5, I discuss the philosophy and 

stylistic evolution of Yi S6ng-ch'5n, who has been active in various capacities 

throughout the developmental history of ch'angjak kugak. Yi S ong-ch'on has been 

the leading figure in making new traditional music into a major musical 

phenomenon, not only through his numerous compositions and innovative 

approaches to new music composition, but also by his participation in the 

modification of traditional instruments. The first scholar to write about the 

philosophy of Korean music in 1990, Yi S5ng-ch'on has also written numerous 

essays on a variety of subjects concerning the development of ch'angjak kugak. 

Those topics include: the employment of old traditional materials (1982), 

modification of instruments (1989), orchestration (1992a), compositional methods 

(1992b), and philosophical issues (1990,1993). As one of the graduates from the 

Korean Traditional Music Department of Seoul National University5 in the early 

1960s, Yi has, in effect, paved the way for other composers to follow.

I divide his fourteen orchestral works into three periods. The first three pieces 

written in the 1960s belong to his formative period, and reflect a strong influence 

from Western music. The "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" in 

1974 was an overture to new traditional music with nationalistic sentiments in the 

1980s. The next five symphonic works composed by Yi between 1981 and 1986

5 The influence of Seoul National University on the development of Korean traditional music 
has been extraordinary. Its effect on the musicscape of modem South Korea is discussed in 
Chapter 2.
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bear descriptive titles of national spirits and form his period of writing music with a 

distinct Korean cultural identity. Those five pieces are characterized by their 

inclusion of musical elements and genres from old traditional music. I consider the 

works since the late 1980s as his reconciliatory pieces, in which he is no longer 

concerned with projecting a cultural or national identity in his music. Yi Song-ch’5n 

now appears to be at ease in choosing his musical materials from a wide range of 

cultural backgrounds, and to use them effectively to express himself and his own 

ideas. His attitude reflects Blacking's view that "the artist who expresses personal 

experience may in the end reach universal experience, because he or she has been 

able to live beyond culture, and not for the culture" (1995:242).

In the final chapter, I conclude my study by re-evaluating the history and 

current status of new traditional music in Korea. Searches for the "correct" [<olbariin] 

way to compose using various resources are the focus of my discussion. In his 1978 

essay, Nettl provides the typology of musical changes by listing eleven non-Westem 

responses to Western music. Subtle but critically important differences between the 

concepts of modernization and Westernization are particularly relevant for 

discussions of the musical changes due to the influence of Western music in Korea.

In the end, I argue that new music of Korea has been invented through an ideology of 

finding new idealistic musical culture by combining values and ideas from much 

more diverse cultural backgrounds, not just Western and old Korean.

I employ the McCune-Reischauer system, which is currently used by the South 

Korean government, to romanize Korean words. At times, however, I adjust the 

spelling to reflect more accurately the actual pronunciation. Although the names of 

Korean musicians and scholars generally follow the McCune-Reischauer system,
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those that have already been published in English appear here as they did in those 

publications.

I have provided the translation of Korean words as they occur in the text At 

the end of the dissertation, however, I also furnish in the Appendix a glossary of 

Korean terms that are used frequently, such as rhythmic patterns and genres 

(Appendix A), and the names and drawings of traditional instruments (Appendix B). 

Musical scores of representative ch'angjak kugak are provided in Appendix C. As 

the term "Korean traditional music" was capitalized to symbolize the musical culture 

of Korea, 1 also capitalized "Western music" as it represents its counterpart in the 

West
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CHAPTER II

MUSICAL LIFE IN A CHANGING SOCIETY:

THE MUSICSCAPE OF TWENTIETH-CENTURY SOUTH KOREA

Although the musicscape of South Korea today comprises a great variety of music, it 

has been shaped essentially by two musical traditions, yang'ak, Western music, and 

kugak, Korean traditional music. Once it was introduced in the late nineteenth 

century, Western music spread like a wildfire that quickly engulfed the Held of 

Korean traditional music. The extent of the takeover is evident in common parlance. 

The Korean word, umak, which means "music," is used without further qualification 

to denote Western art music by the majority of Koreans. Conversely, Korean 

traditional music has been termed kugak, which means, literally, "national music."

Nettl (1978,1985) has singled out the extraordinary success of Western music 

in Korea as a musical shift of unprecedented magnitude. Following the introduction 

of Western music, Korean traditional music was preserved largely unchanged as a 

music of the past and the musical energy of the entire nation was subsequently 

devoted almost exclusively to the learning and teaching of Western music.

Traditional music was relegated to restricted environments such as symbolic

13
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governmental ceremonies, sports events, folk festivals, and academia, while Western 

music became the main musical culture in South Korea.

Only recently have the two seemingly parallel streams of yang'ak and kugak 

begun to merge into the newly-composed traditional music, ch'angjak kugak. While 

chdru'ong kugak [traditional music of Korea] has never enjoyed popularity in 

modern-day South Korea, ch'angjak kugak has slowly but surely gained acceptance 

as what many Koreans feel to be their national music. Its influence has even 

extended to composers with Western musical training, many of whom are now eager 

to include such "Korean" elements in their compositions. Western music, which has 

dominated the musical landscape of South Korea for the past 100 years, has suddenly 

found itself sharing the spotlight with a new music of traditional origin.

The objective of this chapter is to provide some basic historical and cultural 

information behind the emergence of ch'angjak kugak. Dynamic relationships 

between the two musical cultures, Western versus traditional Korean, are examined 

in terms of historical, political, and cultural changes in Korea since the late 

nineteenth century. The history of modernization in Korea spans a little more than 

100 years. I divide the modem history of Korea into the following four periods and 

musical changes during those periods are discussed in view of corresponding social 

changes: (1) the period of enlightenment (1880s-1910), during which many social 

reforms took place and the imbalance between the two musical worlds began; (2) the 

period of political colonization (1910-45), during which Western music replaced 

Korean traditional music as the music of the everyday Korean life; (3) the period of 

cultural colonization (1945-mid-1970s), or voluntary obliteration of Korean 

traditional music in the name of modernization; and (4) the period of renewed
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nationalism (late 1970s—present), during which the search for true Korean music 

resulted in the widespread acceptance of a new traditional music, ch'angjak kugak.

The Period o f Enlightenment (1880s-1910): 

Opening o f the Hermit Kingdom and the Introduction of Western Music

The period of enlightenment was a time of many changes. Before Korea was forced 

to open its doors to the West in the 1880s, the Yi dynasty's policy was to protect its 

monarch from all outside influences. Due to its isolationist policy, the country 

earned the title "Hermit Kingdom." The policy was adopted by Taewon'gun (1821- 

98) who, in practice, ruled the country at that time as the father of the young king, 

Kojong (1864—1907). His decision to keep the country completely isolated from the 

outside world may have been based on incidents in China; Taewon'gun was well 

aware of the fact that the Chinese Empire was on the verge of collapse due to its 

frequent clashes with the Western nations in wars such as the Opium War of 1839- 

42 and the Arrow War of 1856—58.6

Old traditional Korea, struggling to become a modernized, independent nation, 

underwent unprecedented social reforms under the enormous influence of the West 

The old hierarchical society was abolished, an egalitarian society became the new 

ideal, the corrupt government which did not provide for the people, was denounced, 

and the dynasty that had been constantly trampled by outside forces, namely China 

and Japan, was vehemently criticized by scholars as well as common folks.

6 Whether his legacy of many years has delayed the modernization in Korea is still a 
controversial topic in the study of Korean history.
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The Hermit Kingdom finally opened its doors to the West and established 

trading relationships with many Western nations in the 1880s. Following the 

establishment of the" Corean-American Treaty of Amity and Commerce" in 1882 

with the United States, Korea signed similar treaties with many other nations, 

including Great Britain and Germany in 1883, Italy, Russia, and France in 1884, and 

Austria thereafter.

The introduction of hitherto unknown Western values and knowledge affected 

Koreans in every aspect of life. Dissatisfaction among middle-class intellectuals as 

well as among people of the low social stratum grew immensely and resulted in two 

major social movements, dong'hak [Eastern learning] during 1892-94 and kobo 

reform [social reform] during 1894-96, which in turn resulted in calls for reforms of 

the educational, economic, and military systems. New schools were established to 

provide Western education. Foreign languages were taught. A capitalist economy 

was favored by the yangban [noble class] intellectuals. Foreigners were employed in 

various educational facilities and governmental institutions.

One of the most significant reforms was the abolition of the hierarchical social 

strata and the advancement of the idea of equality for all men. The yangban class, 

who had been privileged for many years under the Confucian belief system, initially 

took a conservative stance and resisted such radical changes. In order to protect the 

nation from Japan, however, the yangban class eventually joined in the modem 

nationalistic movement

With the introduction of Western technology and science, Koreans abandoned 

their traditional belief systems, especially that of shamanism, which they began to 

view as superstitious and primitive, and accepted Protestant Christianity as their new
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religion. Protestantism was first embraced by the non-yangban intellectual class and 

the business community, but soon became the religion of all classes. This 

remarkable mass conversion in Korea was manifested in the event called the 

"Million Souls for Christ Campaign" in 1909. The extraordinary appeal of 

Protestantism in Korea is believed to have had a psychological basis: the conversion 

was an act of penance for the failings of their traditional society that had led to the 

loss of Korea's nationhood (Eckert 1990: 250).

With the development of a modem nationalist culture, Koreans from this 

period also began to yearn for the rights of the people and national independence.

An organization called the Independence Club was established in 1896 to proclaim 

Korea's independence from a long history of political interference by China and 

Japan. Books on the histories of nation-building that might serve as a model for 

Korea's own situation came to be of great interest to the public. It has been noted 

that history books such as The History o f American Independence, Italian 

Independence, and The Creation o f the Swiss Nation were extremely popular at that 

time (Eckert 1990:252).

Although one of the major factors for such vast social reforms in Korea was the 

infusion of new values and knowledge from outside, the social reform was also 

enlivened by the traditional Confucian ideal of realizing the "way of the sages." By 

combining two distinct, yet somewhat compatible value systems, that is to say, 

Confucianism (which values a good, strong government), with Western political 

philosophy (and its emphasis on an egalitarian society), Korea embarked on the 

process of its own modernization. It was the beginning of Korea's struggle to 

sustain its nation's independence while advancing toward becoming a modernized 

nation-state of the twentieth century.
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Western music was first introduced to Korea when the missionaries brought 

hymns in 1885 (Yi Yu-s5n 1985:31). A German musician, Franz Eckert, 

established a military band in 1901 (Yi Yu-s6n 134-6). Five-line staff notation was 

first introduced through the hymn book published by the Methodist church in 1896 

(Kwon Oh-hyang 1992:25). As Protestantism was embraced as a religion of all 

classes, the 4-part harmony hymn singing spread widely over the nation. Thus, a 

new genre of song called ch'angga was created.

Ch'anggas were by no means entirely original compositions, since only the 

texts were newly written while the tunes were borrowed from pre-existing songs. 

Nonetheless, this new type of song with Western melodies and an uplifting spirit, 

which was first sung by the students and independence fighters, became so popular 

that by 1900 it was sung throughout the country (Eckert 1990: 253). The popularity 

of these songs was partly due to the nationalistic sentiment of their lyrics. The 

themes of these songs included the love of country, a call for independence, as well 

as calls for new education and culture. A good example of a ch'angga from this 

period is "Aegukka" which became the national anthem of Korea. Its lyrics 

expressed the love and yearning for the prosperity of the nation, but its tune was 

adopted from the Scottish folk song "Auld Lang Syne" [Good Old Days].

Following its introduction, Westem-style music flourished through the 

establishment of a new music education system that emphasized the teaching of 

Western music exclusively (Song Bang-song 1984:562). Korean traditional music, 

on the contrary, especially that of aak [court music], which symbolized the power of 

the King and the monarch, declined rapidly under the peoples' demand for a new, 

modernized, egalitarian nation. In 1895, Kojong (1864-1907), the last king of the Yi 

dynasty, reduced the court musicians in Changhagwon (the former National
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Classical Music Institute [NCMI])7 from about seven hundred to two hundred 

(Chang Sa-hun 1991:615).

It was also around this time that Korean traditional music obtained the special 

title, kugak, with its literal meaning, "national music." The term, an abbreviated 

form of Han'guk umak [Korean music], was coined to distinguish it from musics of 

other origins, most notably the Western music of that era. While the bestowal of 

such a specific name upon Korean traditional music could be viewed as a reflection 

of national pride bom out of the national independence movement, this same new 

title also sowed the seeds for the eventual permanent loss of the term umak, which, 

though it had previously meant "music" in general, now refers only to Western 

classical music.8

The Period o f Political Colonization (1910-45): 

Japanese Obliteration o f Korean Traditional Music

The period of political colonization was a dark age in the cultural and political life of 

the Korean people. By the March 1st Movement of "Declaration of Independence"9

7 The institute later changed its name again to its present name, the Korean Traditional 
Performing Arts Center (KTPAC).

8 The issue of using a proper term for "our" music has been raised on several occasions as 
recently as in August of 1995 during the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of Korean 
traditional music since the nation's liberation (Yi Sang-man 1995:10). However, the long
time common practice of using the term Omsk for Western classical music still prevails in the 
minds of the majority of Koreans.

9 The March 1st Movement, which took the Japanese government by surprise, was inspired 
by Woodrow Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points declaration presented to a joint session of the 
United States Congress on 8 January 1918. He advocated the principle of humanism, 
respect for the self-determination of peoples, and international cooperation for a  new era of 
peace (Eckert 1990:276). Wilson helped kindle the spirits of colonized people around the 
world, including Korea.
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in 1919, a vigorous mass demonstration against the Japanese regime, Koreans had 

endured tremendous hardship from the onset of colonization that officially began in 

1910. Japan's harsh and exacting policy was to destroy the cultural and political 

identity of Korea: the Korean language was immediately banned in all government- 

affiliated institutions and educational systems; newspapers and magazines published 

in Korean were prohibited; any subjects relating to Korean culture were excluded 

from the curriculum of general education; discrimination against Koreans in job 

opportunities was common; Koreans were even forced to change their Korean last 

names to Japanese ones.10 All in all, Koreans were prohibited from participating in 

any political activities.

Japan's thirty-six years of enforcing these strict policies had a major role in 

obliterating the unique musical languages of Korea. Korean traditional music was 

barely sustained, and only in areas where it could be practiced at a safe distance from 

major institutionalized musical activities. The number of court musicians working at 

the government-sponsored traditional music institute, Yiwangjik aakbu [Royal 

Conservatory of the Yi Dynasty], was reduced from 200 to 25 by 1945 (Chang Sa- 

hun 1991:615). A new song type, ch'angga, which was not based on scalar systems 

or on the singing style of Korean traditional music, was encouraged in the schools. 

Korean songs originating from the hymn-style singing of Western tradition, 

however, were "Japanized" during this time (Yi Yu-son, 1985:40-58),11 and The

10 Koreans consider their last name much more important than their first name since people 
address each other by last name. This custom stems from and is also indicative of the 
higher value Koreans place on family heritage compared to individual merit Therefore, the 
implementation of a policy which demolished one's familial identity was a  huge disgrace to 
Korean people.

11 Koreans' animosity toward Japan runs so deep that Korean musicologists have been 
prevented until recently from discussing any musical aspect of influence or confluence 
between Korea and Japan. Except for a  few statements such as those cited here, a
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New Ch'angga Collection published for music education in 1918 included only 

Japanese songs (Killick 1990:16).

The development of ch'angga eventually led to the emergence of a new song 

style called kagok [art song] in the late 1910s. The two song genres share some 

similarities. From its inception, kagok, like ch'angga, was deeply influenced by 

Western vocal music and employed Western scales and harmony. With its bel canto 

style singing, kagok, like ch'angga, did not reflect the singing style of Korean 

traditional music. Like ch'angga, kagok also described the wretched lives of Korean 

people and called for the nation's independence. Although it was similar to ch'angga 

in many respects, it differed significantly in that both tune and lyrics were newly 

composed in kagok. Kagok was in fact the first genre of music composed by 

individual composers, namely Hong Nan-p'a and Hyon Che-myong, in the history of 

Korean music.

Although it was Japan's systematic implantation of Western music that nearly 

eradicated traditional music from the Korean peninsula, Koreans' zeal for learning 

Western music in accordance with their admiration of Western culture cannot be 

dismissed as a minor factor in the decline of kugak. A private music institution, 

Choyang gurakbu, which was originally established in 1909 to teach Korean 

traditional elite music, chong'ak, also began to teach Western music, for which it 

charged twice as much as it did for the teaching of chdng'ak. Furthermore, teachers 

of yang'ak were far more highly regarded than those of kugak and were paid twenty- 

five times more (Yi Sang-man 1995:11).

thorough comparison deduced from studying songs from this period in both nations has yet 
to occur.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



22

The discrepancy between the salaries of the teachers of yang'ak and those of 

kugak was also reflected in the difference in social acceptance between the musicians 

of the two cultures. Koreans, deeply influenced by Confucian belief, generally did 

not regard performers with respect Traditionally, elite or learned young men and 

women were allowed to play instruments like the kdmungo [6-stringed long zither] 

or the kayagttm [12-stringed long zither] in private to train their minds. However, 

professional musicians who performed in public to earn their living were never held 

in high esteem. In particular, those who belonged to the entertainer categories such 

as kisaeng or its male counterpart kwangdae, constituted the bottom of the social 

strata. Therefore, it was perhaps only natural that musically-inclined youth from the 

middle class were drawn to the study of Western music, practitioners of which were 

highly respected.

Western music also provided an outlet for Korean musicians with creative 

leanings who wished to write new, original music. The concept of “composition” 

did not exist in Korean traditional music; rather, music evolved as it passed through 

the hands of master musicians (Hwang Byung-ki 1987:182; Yi Song-ch'on 1987: 2). 

The first generation of Korean composers trained in the Western music tradition 

began to compose Korean music with a distinctively Western style. The right to 

create new music, which had been hitherto limited exclusively to the ruler of a 

nation, did not apply to Westem-style music.

Kagok was the main genre of composition at that time and a kagok entitled 

"Pongs6nhwan [Balsam Flower] (1919) by Hong Nan-p'a (1900-40) was the first 

newly-composed song to be credited to an individual composer (Yi Yu-s6n 1985: 

140). Though its Korean lyrics surreptitiously hint at the misery of Korean people 

under Japanese colonization, the words and melody are written in Western strophic

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



23

form, using Western harmony and a Western scale. It appears that composers from 

this period were fascinated by the elements of Western music, especially by 

functional harmony and definable form. In comparison, kugak was considered 

inferior. The penchant for Western-style music among composers at the time was 

well depicted in Hong Nan-p'a's book, Umak manpil [Discourse on Music] (1938), 

the first book about Western music written in the Korean language. He stated that 

Korean traditional music was primitive, static, and two-dimensional, lacking 

harmony and form. He suggested that there was, therefore, a  great need for new, 

"westernized" Korean music (Hong Nan-p'a 1985: 171-75). Subsequently, newly- 

composed songs of Western style, including children's songs, dong'yo, began to 

dominate the musical scene of South Korea.

Although it ultimately failed, the March 1st Movement brought Koreans 

together and helped to resurrect a strong sense of patriotism. Young nationalists fled 

the country to establish the Taehan Minguk Imshi Chongbu [Provisional Government 

of the Republic of Korea] in Shanghai in April 1919. Under a new cultural policy 

implemented in 1920, Japan reorganized its colonial rule with the slogan, "Harmony 

between Japan and Korea." Korean language publications were permitted again on a 

limited basis. Previously-banned Korean language newspapers and magazines once 

again became the heartbeat and the soul of a national renaissance. Articles written 

about new life and new world order began to appear, hinting at the liberation of the 

country (Eckert 1990: 288).

During this period, songs with patriotic themes were immensely popular. They 

were not much different from "Pongsonhwa" in the sense that they were composed 

using Western-style melodies with rudimentary harmony and were uplifting and easy 

to sing collectively. While some songs like "Pongsdnhwa" were subtle in expressing
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their agenda, others blatantly expressed Koreans' yearning for independence.

Among them were "March for Independence" by Kim Sttng-t'ae; "March for the 

Foundation of a Country" and "Song of Resistance of the People" by Kim Sun-nam 

(1917-86); and "March for Civil War" by Lee K5n-wu. Although kagok from this 

period is not generally considered "true" Korean music by most scholars, pieces such 

as these are significant for three reasons. First, they represent the first instance in 

Korean music history of music composed by professional composers. Second, 

despite their limited success, they represent the first attempt at modernizing Korean 

music. Finally, but perhaps most significantly, these songs, wherein Koreans freely 

expressed their thoughts and emotions, have become one of the most beloved song 

genres in Korean music.

Until the late 1930s, only pieces in song genres were composed. Instrumental 

music by Korean composers was developed much later, with the exception of the 

works of a few Korean composers abroad. One such expatriate composer was Ahn 

Ik-t'ae (1907-65), who was bom in Korea but worked mostly in the United States. 

Having followed the prescribed program of Western music study in Korea, and after 

graduating from a music school in Tokyo, he went to the United States and studied 

both composition and conducting at universities in Cincinnati and Philadelphia, and 

finally at the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia. He often borrowed tunes from well- 

known Korean folk songs or chdng'ak in his compositions. Except for his 

references to Korean tunes, however, his music is strictly Western in its 

compositional style and techniques. A good example can be found in one of his 

best-known works, "Symphonic Fantasia in Korea" (1936). He actually composed 

the music for the pre-existing verses of the national anthem of Korea, "Aegukka," 

and used it as the main musical idea of his symphony. His new version of
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"Aegukka" was officially accepted by the government in 1948, replacing the 

previous tune taken from "Auld Lang Syne."

While yang 'ak flourished in the first half of the century, kugak merely 

survived at a few music institutions. Yiwangjik aakbu [Royal Conservatory of the Yi 

Dynasty] trained a small number of musicians in chdng'ak [elite music]. Minsogak 

[folk music] was barely maintained by a privately owned entertainment business 

called kwonbun. The first piece of newly-composed traditional music was 

introduced by Kim Ki-su (1917—92) in 1939, some twenty years after the first 

composed Western-style music, kagok, appeared. Kim Ki-su composed a vocal 

piece called "Hwanghwa mannySnji-gok," which included the accompaniment of a 

large orchestra of traditional wind, string, and percussion instruments. Its style was 

that of traditional Korean court music, and was not of Chinese origin, as evidenced 

by twenty beats divided into 4Z6/6/4, similar to the first movements of 

“Yongsanhoesang” and “Y omillak" (Killick 1990: 21).12 The piece also included the 

following Western music practices: (1) the use of five-line staff notation with bar 

lines, (2) tempo and expression marks bearing Italian words, and (3) the use of a 

conductor who actively directed the performance, which was revolutionary at the 

time.

Kim Ki-su received his musical training at Yiwangjik aakbu, the only 

traditional music institution at the time. He graduated first out of a total of seventeen 

students in 1936 (Shin Yong-sun 1991: 173). His studies included the traditions of 

both yang'ak and kugak, and his job at the institution after graduation was to 

transcribe Korean court music into five-line staff notation. Such experiences

12 It appears that the repertoires originating from China tend to organize beats into the 
pattern 5/3/315 (Chang Sa-hun 1985:192-93).
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certainly helped him to combine the two distinct musical styles in his composition of 

new traditional music, ch'angjak kugak. His use of a large ensemble became the 

model for many more new traditional pieces to be composed from the 1960s to the 

present

As opposed to the Western-style music of kagok, the newly-composed 

traditional music, ch'angjak kugak, was vehemently criticized by many Korean 

musicians and Kim Ki-su was labeled a traitor. Such criticism reflected the 

philosophy of music in traditional Korean society according to which music was to 

be formed over a period of years by the hands of performers, rather than composed. 

The distinction between composers and performers did not exist since in traditional 

music, performers improvised or refined the music at their discretion. Most 

importantly, in Korean tradition, music was supposed to be created only by the 

song'in, the ruler of the country. In fact the earliest extant written Korean music, 

mainly court music, comes from Sejong shiUok [Annals of King Sejong (1447)] (see 

Figure 1). People believed that the king governed the nation by writing the music for 

the people. Therefore, changing even one note was considered an act of treason.

One can only imagine the degree of controversy over Kim's new pieces in the kugak 

community at the time (Kim's work is discussed further in Chapter 3).

Toward the end of Japanese colonization, Korean traditional music had nearly 

disappeared from the public scene. As Japan's territorial ambition grew (occupation 

of Manchuria, 1932-32; Second Sino-Japanese War, 1937-45), it resumed its policy 

of assimilating Koreans into the cultural and political life of its empire, under the 

slogan "Japan and Korea as One Body." Despite a stormy protest by the Christian 

community, Koreans were stripped of the right to even personal religious beliefs and 

forced to attend Japanese Shinto religious ceremonies. The study of Korean history
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and culture and the use of Korean in general instruction were prohibited, and 

Korean-language newspapers and magazines were banned once again. By the 1940s, 

the government had forced all businesses and banks to keep records exclusively in 

Japanese (Eckert 1990:315). The final stage of Japanese colonization was another 

dark age for Korean culture and to a large degree a repeat of the events at the outset 

of colonization. Under such repression, the only music permitted to be performed 

was Westem-style music promoting the "Japanese spirit" (Noh 1990:328-342).13

The Period of Cultural Colonization (1945-mid-1970s): 

The Voluntary Obliteration of Korean Traditional Music

With the emancipation from Japan in 1945 came great disarray in political policy. A 

variety of ideologies poured into the country with little control until the devastating 

Korean War (1950-53) that divided the Korean peninsula into two nations with 

radically different political systems. North and South Korea, under the supervision 

of the Soviet Union and the United States of America, respectively, took completely 

different courses musically as well as socially.14 While the North, under the 

communist regime, used music mostly for political purposes, the composers in the 

South enjoyed the freedom of writing music for its aesthetic value. The European 

notion of “art for art's sake” strongly affected the philosophy of many composers in 

the South. Lee Kang-sook (1990:74) calls this period, which finally came to an end

13 The "Japanese Spirit," which was based on the ideologies and beliefs of the nation, was 
believed to be a gift from god to the people of Japan at the birth of the nation. The spirit 
glorified the Japanese empire for the unification of the people under the reign of a Japanese 
emperor.

14 The Korean peninsula was in effect divided into two regimes as early as 1948. In a 
sense, the North's attack in June 1950 served to seal a division that had already taken place.
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with the rise of renewed nationalism in 1970s, the non-political period in Korean 

music history.

This period is characterized by all-out cultural colonization by the West. With 

the increased contact with America, South Koreans embraced Western music with 

great enthusiasm. The entire nation’s musical energy was devoted to the imitation, 

learning, and mastering of Western music. In fact, kugak suffered an even greater 

decline during the first ten years after the liberation than it did during the era of 

Japanese colonization. Partly because of the Korean War, but more importantly due 

to lack of political will, even the Yiwangjik aakbu [Royal Conservatory of the Yi 

Dynasty], which had survived the Japanese colonization era, was closed from 1945 

to 1955 (Chang Sa-hun 1991:615).

The situation with.yang'ok was different Although there was no longer 

Japanese encroachment on the cultural life of Koreans, Western music was still the 

only music taught in public education. Soon after the war ended, the government of 

South Korea began to embark on a much-delayed modernizing process. Western 

political and economic systems were adopted for a rapid transformation of the 

nation, although the approach was more authoritarian than democratic. With 

economic and military support from the United States, South Korea enjoyed 

independence, stability, and prosperity for the first time since the late nineteenth 

century. Searching for cultural identity was not considered important in the midst of 

economic development The modern-day universities established after the war were 

modeled after those in the West, and music students at these new higher learning 

institutions could major only in yang'ak. Some musicians went abroad for advanced 

study, and others who had left the country during the era of Japanese colonization 

returned to teach Western music to the next generation of Korean musicians.
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Learning instruments like piano and violin was in vogue for children of the elite 

class, replacing traditional instruments such as the kayagum. Diverse and 

progressive styles of Western music were imported from Europe and America, and 

university-trained composers began to write pieces based on musical styles that 

reached beyond the Western tonal music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Atonality and serialism appeared in the 1950s, and the first electronic music concert 

by Kang S ok-hi took place in 1966 (Kwon Oh-hyang 1992:31).

Despite enormous enthusiasm for Western instruments, the composition of 

instrumental music remained in its infancy until the 1960s. Although some 

instrumental pieces by Korean composers were performed in international circles, 

the main musical genre of newly-composed Western music was vocal music, namely 

kagok. In the 1970s, however, the second generation of Korean yang'ak composers, 

most notably Kim Ch5ng-gil (b. 1934), Paek Py 6ng-dong (b. 1934), and Kang S ok- 

hi (b. 1936), all of whom were trained in Germany, opened a new era of instrumental 

music in Korea. Beginning in 1973, their works were performed on international 

stages, including the International Music Festivals sponsored by the Asian 

Composers' League in Japan, Taiwan, and Thailand, and the World Music Days of 

the International Society for Contemporary Music in Iceland (Killick 1990: 17-18).

The popularity of Western music seemed unstoppable, given the ever-growing 

respect for yang'ak musicians. Musicians with European training and international 

recognition were treated as heroes. As the social recognition of yang 'ak musicians 

soared, the reputation of kugak musicians plummeted. Kugak musicians were 

frequently referred to simply as kugagin [professional traditional musician] rather 

than being addressed by their individual names. They were often looked down upon 

as being uneducated and miserable. Disrespect for professional musicians originated
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partly from Confucian belief. Folk musicians who worked as entertainers had 

traditionally belonged to the lowest social stratum. Such prejudice, which was 

deeply rooted in the minds of most Koreans, was a major hindrance for the 

development of kugak in contemporary Korean society.

As traditional music approached the brink of complete loss of currency and 

involvement in the actual daily life of Koreans in the 1960s, academia along with 

newspapers and government-affiliated cultural foundations initiated new programs in 

the hope of preserving, reviving, and promoting traditional music. Regular 

traditional music concert series and recognition awards for traditional musicians 

were sponsored by newspapers and cultural foundations such as the daily newspaper 

Dong'a Ilbo and Kungnip kugagwon (The National Classical Music Institute 

(NCMI)]. The Government began a promotional program to recognize older and 

more distinguished performers of traditional music by providing them with the title 

of "Intangible National Treasure" and with monetary rewards. Over the years, the 

National Treasure Program has been quite successful in raising the status of kugak 

musicians and in promoting kugak in general.

Although it is nearly impossible to single out one effort that turned around the 

fate of kugak in modern-day Korea, the establishment of the Department of Korean 

Traditional Music15 at Seoul National University in 1959, done almost single- 

handedly by Professor Lee Hye-ku, comes close to being the most significant turning 

point Although several other institutions of traditional music were established, such

15 DOksfing Women's College was the first college to establish a Korean Traditional Music 
Department in 1957. However, the general public thought that the department was for 
training kisaeng [female entertainers]. Such misunderstandings and subsequent negative 
publicity eventually forced an end to the program. Now, in South Korea, there are twenty-one 
universities that produce highly trained kugak musicians.
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as Kugagwon [National Classic Music Institute] in 1951, Kugaksa yangsdngso 

[Institution for Traditional Music Performers] in 1956, and the Municipal Art School 

for Traditional Music in 1960, the inception of the Department of Korean Traditional 

Music at Seoul National University has had the greatest impact toward bringing 

about the kugak renaissance in South Korea today.

The establishment of kugak as an academic major at a top-level university sent 

a strong message that kugak was not an artifact of the past but rather an artistic 

endeavor that modem society must continue to create and develop (Hwang Byung-ki 

1982: 223). The department trained students in both yang 'ak and kugak, and 

produced a whole new breed of kugak composers, performers, and scholars who have 

played a major role in raising Koreans' acceptance of kugak as a music that truly 

belongs to Koreans. Thanks to the scholarship and leadership of Professor Lee, 

long-forgotten scores and theories of kugak were discovered and analyzed.

Performers with diverse musical training enhanced the quality of performance with 

fresh interpretations. Of all the ventures that sought to promote kugak, the most 

remarkable has been the development of new traditional music, ch'angjak kugak.

The majority of the most influential ch'angjak kugak composers in South Korea 

received their musical training from the Korean Traditional Music Department of 

Seoul National University. Though kugak had been absent from the hearts of the 

majority of Koreans for many decades, ch'angjak kugak has been wanning their 

hearts slowly but surely.

It was also during this period that kugak was introduced to the west, starting 

with the folk music performance at the International Folk Music Festival in Paris in 

1962. Hwang Byung-ki, the accomplished kayagum player and composer, gave a 

solo recital in Hawaii in 1965, which was reviewed in Stereo magazine and in the
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journal Ethnomusicology (Hwang Byung-ki 1995:30)- Works of western composers 

who were inspired by kugak began to appear in the 1960s. The American composer 

Lou Harrison (b. 1917) used Korean subjects and instrumentation to compose 

"Mugunghwa SaeTangak" [New Court Music for National Flower] in 1961. It was 

written for Korean traditional instruments in the style of Korean court music.

Another piece he wrote in 1961, "Quintal TarySng," followed the traditional form 

and rhythmic cycle of t'aryong. 16 He was fascinated with the non-equal-tempered 

Korean scalar system17 and learned to play piYi, an oboe-like double reed instrument 

constructed from a length of bamboo. In 1962, he attempted to combine pVri with 

harmonium in his "Prelude for PVri and Harmonium." The level of enthusiasm 

expressed for traditional Korean music in his compositions was a shock to those 

Koreans who perceived kugak to be an inferior genre.

Interest in Korean traditional music by Western composers was certainly a 

source of encouragement for young Korean ch'angjak kugak composers. Around this 

time Korean yang'ak composers also began to explore the possibilities of traditional 

musical instruments and materials. For example, one of the most representative 

figures of the second generation of yang'ak composers, Paek Py6ng-dong, wrote 

"Shinbyolgok" [New Piece] for kayagum. He also wrote another piece of chamber 

music for kayagum and six Western instruments. The small arrangement of 

instruments in this particular piece inspired many composers to write similarly 

arranged compositions (Chon In-p'ySng 1987:174; Killick 1993:49). This was

16 These works are mentioned in The Music of Lou Harrison by von Gunden (1995). 
Unfortunately, however, the manuscripts and recordings are not available.

17 Korean traditional music is misrepresented in von Gunden's book (1995:158). The scale 
system of kugak is closer to just intonation than the Western equal temperament but is not 
the same as just intonation.
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another turning point in twentieth-century Korean music history. Korean traditional 

music, including ch’angjak kugak, slowly began to emerge as part of the musics cape 

of contemporary South Korea. Paek continued to write music with Korean 

instruments and materials after coming back from Germany, where he studied under 

Yun I-sang (1917-95), who emphasized to Korean composers the importance of 

incorporating Korean materials.

The influence of Yun I-sang on the traditional musical genre of Korean yang'ak 

composers has been immense. Yun I-sang worked mostly in Germany. He has been 

known to write music with Korean inspiration, yet he utilized essential musical 

elements and integrated them into his compositions rather than merely quoting 

traditional tunes (conversation with Kang Sok-hi, one of his students). Although he 

is well-known in South Korea as a pioneer of twentieth-century music, his 

contribution to Korean music rests even more on his influence on Korean students. 

The best-known second generation of Western music composers who have been 

directing the course of music in South Korea are all his students: Kim Ch5ng-gil,

Paek Py5ng-dong, and Kang SSk-hi.

The Period of Renewed Nationalism (Late 1970s-Present):

Searching for "True" Korean Music

After the student protest in 1960 and the military coup in 1961, Korea entered a new 

phase on its path to becoming a modem democratic nation. Under the new policy of 

yushin [revitalizing reforms], South Korea achieved a remarkable economic growth, 

known to the world as the "miracle of Hahn."18 Koreans enjoyed an era of political

18 Here the term Hahn, which is commonly used by foreigners, has two referrents, both 
implying Korea Historically a race in the Korean peninsula was referred to as the Hahn tribe
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and economic stability such as they had never experienced before.19 This 

unprecedented peace and prosperity in the 1970s revitalized the sense of nationalism 

that had arisen in the late nineteenth century and then subsequently buried due to the 

nation's political and cultural oppression (Lee Kwang-rin 1984). South Koreans, 

young generations in particular, rejected Western influences and the search for "our 

own" began full force. This " urism," which, in the beginning was limited to 

intellectuals and students, was later embraced by the general public in the 1980s and 

became the stimulus for a profound change in the musicscape of contemporary South 

Korea.

In tandem with the rise of nationalism, the musicologist Lee Kang-sook 

campaigned for a Korean cultural identity in contemporary Korean music. He 

denounced the composed music which hitherto had been known as "Korean music" 

as being deceptive with its Western scalar system and harmony, such as ch'angga 

and kagok, and coined the term "quasi-Korean music" to distinguish it from "genuine 

Korean music," by which he meant traditional music (1980: 276). While advocating 

a total liberation from Western musical dominance, he further asserted the social 

responsibility of composers in contemporary South Korea to write "proper" music in 

their "musical mother tongue" (1990:316-33). His belief became the central 

ideology for many yang'ak composers, who then began a journey in search of a new 

cultural identity for Korea. They rejected the contemporary music of the previous

by the Chinese. The river in the central part of Korea, near Seoul is also called the Hahn 
River.

19 The complete realization of democratic government had not yet been achieved at this 
time, thus the political struggles still continued with student demonstrations from time to time 
in 1979-1980. Compared to what Koreans had to endure in the first half of the twentieth 
century, however, life in South Korea since the 1970s has been generally prosperous and 
peaceful.
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generation, which they felt could not be understood by the masses. The priority of 

composing "genuine" Korean music for the Korean people has generated a great 

interest in both "old" and "new" traditional music among yang'ak composers. There 

has been a great surge of compositions incorporating traditional musical idioms by 

yang'ak composers since then. Works by Yi KSn-yong (b. 1947), a founder of the 

"Third Generation," represent the kind of new musical language being developed by 

yang'ak composers in South Korea today. In his 1995 theater piece, "Monsters under 

the Pillow," for example, he employed a well-known traditional children's song 

called "Y6wu-ya" [Fox] as the main theme. Articulated underneath the song was 

also a rhythmic cycle that is considered to be one of the central elements of Korean 

traditional music. With synthesizer accompaniment, he managed to eliminate the 

pitch discrepancies which might arise from using traditional instruments.

Yi K6n-yong is a graduate of Seoul National University who studied at the 

Hochschule f  hr Musik und Darstellende Kunst in Frankfurt am Main, Germany.

Since his return to Seoul in the 1970s, he has been one of the most prolific and 

popular composers of Korean music. He synthesizes music from both Korean and 

European traditions, and because of his commitment to Korean music, is well 

received in both the yang'ak and kugak community. In fact, his composition 

"Ch'bngsan byolgok" [Green Mountain], which has its origin in traditional music and 

was composed for a traditional orchestra with a chorus, is among the most frequently 

performed pieces in South Korea today.

Kugak composers had been writing Korean music with a distinct national and 

cultural identity for about two decades, and they finally caught the attention of 

Western-trained yang'ak composers. The emergence of this third generation of 

composers coincided with the rise of nationalism within Korea. It might have been a
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result of the influence by a trend in Western music, the rising interest in the 

philosophies and music of the East in the Western musical scene in the 1960s, 

particularly as represented by John Cage. However, I believe that it could also be the 

result of the personal experience of living in a different culture. The majority of the 

third generation composers studied abroad and may have found it necessary to write 

Korean music that could be identified and understood by the masses, in much the 

same way that Aaron Copland, on his return from France, felt a desire to write 

American music that could be understood by all Americans.

All in all, this new movement in the yang'ak realm in the 1980s is 

revolutionary, since the profound rift between kugak and yang'ak has narrowed for 

the first time due to a new emphasis on the promotion of Korean traditional music 

and composition of music for Korean people. While the composers of both kugak 

and yang'ak share the same yearning for Korean music with a Korean cultural 

identity, they differ in accepting chont'ong kugak as a legitimate musical force in 

Korea. As opposed to the composers of kugak, who include traditional music as 

Korean music, yang'ak composers exclude it from the modem repertoire due to its 

alleged lack of relevance to contemporary Koreans, in keeping with their firm belief 

in the importance of music's ability to be understood by all.

The effort of kugak musicians to invent a new music for all Koreans to enjoy 

has met with great success; numerous performances of ch'angjak kugak can. now be 

found on any day of the week, offered to a paying audience. An increasing number 

of college-educated performers have enhanced the quality of performances, which in 

mm has resulted in the establishment of two more major orchestras that perform 

mainly ch'angjak kugak: the Kugak Orchestra of the Korean Broadcasting System 

(KBS), founded in 1985, and the National Theater's National Kugak Orchestra, a
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government-sponsored ensemble begun in 1995. Through their regular concert 

series, new music and its composers are gaining societal recognition that had once 

been reserved only for Western music and its composers. As of 1995, a total of 

2,239 pieces of new traditional music by 326 composers have been counted (Yi 

Sang-gyu 1995:133), and these pieces have generated a great deal of discussion in 

Korea.20

The government of South Korea, which has been the major support of kugak 

since the nation's liberation, is also the main patron of ch'angjak kugak With an 

increasing concern for a new image of the nation, it provides an unprecedented 

amount of funding to promote new traditional music by fostering numerous 

nationwide programs in diverse venues such as establishing new professional 

traditional orchestras, and sponsoring educational seminars and performances for 

general public. Institutions similar to the Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center 

in Seoul, which had been the sole institution to oversee the preservation and 

promotion of kugak, have been established in several other major cities. As the 

nation desires to be recognized in the World as a nation of unique culture and 

history, foreigners interested in Korean studies are amply supported through various 

governmental programs.

20 While doing field work during the summer of 1994 at the Korean Traditional Performing 
Arts Center and during the spring and summer of 1995 at Seoul National University, I 
witnessed many discussions about these performances, and criticism often finds a place in 
the media Different schools represent contrasting styles in their compositions and 
performance practices, even down to the attire of the performers (traditional customs vs. 
Western). While the debates on these matters are perceived negatively by some, they are 
also seen as a  welcome sign of hitherto unknown enthusiasm for traditional music. Music 
criticism is new in Korea and performances of traditional music have evaded the interest of 
music critics until recently.
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Many reforms have taken place following the invention of new music in the 

kugak field. In accordance with their most recent role of performing new music in a 

new context, since 1965 traditional instruments have been modified to increase their 

volume, mostly by extending the middle range. The National Classical Music 

Institute (the former Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center [KTPAC]) and a 

few kugak composers assumed the leading role in this effort. For example, the 

kayagum, which originally had 12 strings, now has 21 strings, due to Yi S5ng-ch'on's 

modification in 1981. Its volume was further increased in 1985 by using metal 

strings and its range was expanded by adding higher and lower registers. Although 

the electronic amplification has also been used to increase the volume on some 

occasions, its use, however, has been harshly criticized by some musicians and has 

not been well received by audiences because the amplification process also increased 

noise such as the scraping of the strings. It has not been easy to increase the volume 

without altering the original timbre and physical shape of the instrument. New 

techniques of transforming the instruments and of orchestration have been studied 

and compared to similar developments in Western music history (Yi S Qng-ch'on 

1992:304).

The new interest in kugak has stimulated the revival of older traditional forms 

and the emergence of new genres built on traditional bases. For example, ch'angguk 

[Song theater], derived from traditional epic (p'ansori), was revived in the 1970s by 

the National Ch'cnggukTroupe (affiliated with the National Theater). While the 

singing style and subject matter were drawn from p'ansori, the manner of 

presentation in ch'anggUk is quite different Instead of a single singer narrating the 

tale to the accompaniment of a puk [barrel drum], a group of singers act out the tale 

with elaborate scenery and props, as in Western opera.
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In another case, the traditional music of farmers' bands (nong'ak) gave rise in 

1978 to a new genre of percussion ensemble music, samulnori [playing four 

instruments]. Samulnori, with its vigorous and stimulating repetitive rhythm starting 

slowly and quietly, building to frenetic outburst at the end, has generated 

phenomenal attention since its first appearance and is highly popular among young 

Koreans. Since its birth, samulnori has swept the nation with unprecedented 

popularity. One hears its sound everywhere in South Korea today. If there is any 

gathering of demonstrators against the establishment, there is also the sound of 

samulnori. The seemingly simple, highly repetitive rhythms on percussion 

instruments has drawn the attention of many amateurs and functions as entertainment 

music for college students, almost completely replacing the American popular music 

heard on the campuses until the late 1970s. Nowadays one cannot escape the sound 

of samulnori on any college campus, even in leisure time. With frequent 

international tours by the founding group, Kim T5k-su pae [group], samulnori has 

earned a reputation in the West as well and for Western audiences has come to 

represent the music of contemporary South Korea.

The tireless efforts of the kugak specialists since the 1960s have resulted not 

only in the invention of a new music, but have also brought kugak into a renaissance 

of its own. From the 1980s, the attitude toward kugagin [traditional music specialist] 

has changed, as the stereo-typical kugagin has disappeared. Being equally well- 

educated in both Western and indigenous musical traditions and coming from all 

different backgrounds, they are beginning to receive societal recognition. The 

prejudice against kugak which has persisted throughout the twentieth century in 

Korea since the introduction of Western civilization seems considerably diminished 

because of the same concern for creating Korean music. Communication between
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the musicians of the two traditions has begun. The strict division of academic majors 

in music between kugak and yang'ak at colleges is now being demolished. However, 

some academic institutions, while understanding the need for changing their system, 

still provide a music program centered on Western music.

In the twentieth century, Western music did indeed prevail in South Korea 

under special circumstances. Now, however, there are a great variety of musics, 

which all have their places in the lives of modern-day South Koreans. Western 

classical music, including contemporary European art music, has its own followers, 

uses, and functions. Westem-style music by Korean composers is still a topic of 

interest in academic circles. Old traditional music is being revived and promoted on 

symbolic national occasions. Modernized genres based on the older forms along 

with newly-composed traditional music are gaining relevance in the daily lives of 

Koreans. While the influences of the West first swept through the musicscape with 

their appeal to notions of a homogenized upper-class, the gradual synthesis of 

different musical idioms has resulted in new forms of unprecedented diversity. If 

Blacking is right that music may predict the course of social changes,21 then the 

presence of diverse musical forces foretells the future of a cosmopolitan South Korea 

in which differences can be tolerated and can therefore coexist

21 Believing that music existed before language, Blacking argued that musical changes 
predict social changes rather than musical changes following social changes, a  stance which 
placed him at odds with many cultural anthropologists.
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DEVELOPMENTAL HISTORY OF CH'ANGJAK KUGAK: 

INVENTING A  NEW TRADITION

In modern-day South Korea, traditional music, kugak, is largely divided into two 

categories.22 One is the "old" traditional music, chdnt'ong kugak, which has been 

transmitted for centuries. The other is the "new" traditional music, ch'angjak kugak, 

which first emerged in public in the 1960s. While chdnt'ong kugak has become a 

relic that has been restricted largely to academic circles, folk festivals, and a 

symbolic presence in national activities, ch'angjak kugak has an established place in 

the daily lives of Koreans. The two styles fulfill different roles, and each continues 

in its own way to thrive and to find its own audiences.

Although they belong to the same broad category (traditional music) and share 

similar musical traits, the processes by which they are composed differ significantly. 

In chdnt'ong kugak, the concept of "composition" or "composer" in the modem sense 

is non-existent In fact, the term "composition" did not exist in the literature of either 

Chinese and Korean music; the word chagak, with its literal meaning of "making

22 When ch'angjak kugak became the genre of choice for young composers in the 1960s, its 
distinction from chdnt'ong kugak became a matter of dispute. Recently, however, Shin Tae- 
ch’61 (1992:167) upheld the division based on a review of ail different categorizations.

42
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sound," is the closest term that appears in the literature. According to Aahakkwebdm 

[Guide to the Study of Music] written in 1493 A.D., "sounding," that is, the capacity 

to create music from nothing, came from heaven and dwelled in people as an energy 

called Id (Yi S5ng-ch'5n 1992b: 163-64). A modem sense of "composer" did not 

exist in either traditional court music or folk music (Hwang Byung-ki 1982:223). 

Folk music was transmitted without notation. Court music or elite music had scores, 

but these were used mainly to aid the performers' memory. During performances, 

musicians were expected to perform differently from the notated score. Thus, 

according to traditional performance practice, there was no distinction between 

composer and performer, or every good performer was ipso facto a co-creator of the 

piece. As a result, a piece of music was formed primarily through performances.

The term hydngsong [formation] has been coined to explain this compositional 

process of traditional music (Yi Song-ch'5n 1992b: 168).

In ch'angjak kugak, as the first word, ch'angjak [newly-composed], indicates, 

the piece is created by an individual composer and written down for a precise 

performance that realizes the creator's intention. It bears repeating that the whole 

idea of composing a piece of traditional music was revolutionary in the beginning, 

no less so the idea of inventing a new kugak that could be related to modem life in 

Korea. The older kugak had lost its relevance, and music with a national identify had 

disappeared due to the kaehwa sasang [enlightenment thought] of the late nineteenth 

century and the assimilation policy of the Japanese colonial regime.

Eric Hobsbawm defines an invented tradition as

a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted 
rules of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain 
values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically
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implies continuity with the past In fact where possible, they normally
attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historic past In short
they are responses to novel situations which take the form of reference 
to old situations, or which establish their own part by quasi-obligatory 
repetition (Hobsbawm 1983:1-4).23

By this definition, ch'angjak kugak can certainly be said to have emerged as an 

invented tradition of modem Korea. First new compositions were written by 

synthesizing many diverse elements but always in reference to the past Second, in 

order to connect the present with the past chdnt'ong kugak was studied and its 

central elements were incorporated into the new compositions. Recently, musical 

elements from diverse cultural backgrounds have also been adopted, reflecting the 

diversity of contemporary South Korea.

Composition of new traditional music began with Kim Ki-su (1917-86). He 

was the only one composing new music for traditional instruments from 1952 to 

1961.24 He wrote pieces mainly for large orchestra, which was an appropriate 

ensemble for expressing the subject of national commemoration, as in 

"Songgwangbok" [Celebration of Liberation], "Kaech'onbu" [Ode to the Origin of 

the Nation] in 1952, and "Sae Nara" [New Nation] in 1962 (Shin Yong-sun 1991). 

His compositional style is a combination of different elements. While adopting the 

tradition of court music as a foundation, he incorporated the rhythmic diversity of 

folk music with the comparatively large orchestration of the West Although he is

23 "Inventing tradition" has also been cited in Jann Paster's article, "Inventing a Tradition: 
Cage's Composition in Retrospect" in John Cage Composed in America, edited by Majorie 
Perloff and Charles Junkerman (1994:126).

24 He started to compose in 1939 during the Japanese occupation and had to write pieces 
under political pressure. He regretted it so much that he even tried to disown the pieces he 
wrote during this period.
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currently recognized as a pioneer of new music (Hwang Byung-ki 1982; Shin Y 8ng- 

sun 1991), his contribution to the development of ch'angjak kugak is considered 

questionable because of his close imitation of Westem-style orchestral writing and 

because of the unusually elevated sound volume in his works. Nonetheless, his 

unique writing style and his pioneering efforts to write new music inspired many 

composers to follow in his footsteps.

Several important observations can be made regarding Kim Ki-su's works in 

the 1950s and early 1960s. The titles of the pieces hinted at the rise of nationalism in 

the kugak field almost twenty years prior to its appearance in the late 1970s. The 

effort to fuse the two contrasting styles, traditional Korean and Western, launched a 

movement to create a new type of music that includes both traditions, yet differs 

from both. Observing what he viewed as the worldwide dominance of Western 

culture, Wiora (1965: 147-197) saw the twentieth century as the last of his four ages 

of music history and predicted a musical homogenization into one huge global 

industrial culture. Contrary to his prognosis, in modern-day South Korea the 

adaptation of the Western cultural system to a new environment stimulated the birth 

of a new music with its own characteristics that were distinctly different from both 

its component parts. As Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953:66) put it, A plus B equaled C.

Furthermore, during the political disarray that followed liberation from Japan 

and the Korean War (1950-53), it was the new kugak pieces, calling for new national 

spirit, that invigorated the national sentiments among people while yang'ak 

composers were still spending their time learning and imitating Western music. The 

rift between the two groups, which persisted for many decades, originated at this 

time and eventually manifested itself in the two distinct music majors offered in
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Korean colleges.25 Since then, although it has not been formally expressed or 

mandated, ch'angjak kugak has come to refer to composition for traditional 

instruments that incorporates significant musical elements of traditional music.

Development o f Ch'angjak Kugak from the 1960s to the Present

According to Hwang Byung-ki, who first wrote about the new traditional music 

(1979:225), "although Kim Ki-su attempted to write newly-composed traditional 

music before the 1960s, a truly modem sense of composition appeared in 1962." 

Hwang insisted at the time that it was premature to discuss the development of 

ch'angjak kugak because it had such a short history. The first open competition for 

new traditional music was organized and sponsored by the National Classical Music 

Institute in 1962. The event inspired many composers to write new traditional 

music. A decade and a half have passed since then, and Korea has experienced 

tremendous political and social changes. The advances that ch'angjak kugakhas 

made during this time, as reflected in the sheer number of newly-composed 

traditional works, are also remarkable. As of August 1995, 2,239 known pieces by 

326 composers had been counted, whereas there were only twelve known pieces by 

eight composers by 1962 (Yi Sang-gyu 1995: 109,148).

There are currently six professional orchestras exclusively performing new 

traditional music in their concert series. In addition, two university orchestras, those 

of Seoul National University and Chung'ang University, perform a large repertoire of 

new traditional music on their regular concert programs. The performance of

25 Since the 1980s, these distinctions no longer exist The present period has seen frequent 
crossovers between the composers of yang'ak and kugak. A combination of the 
instruments from both traditions has also blurred the boundary between them.
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ch'angjak kugak has become part of the requirements for kugak students who wish to 

fulfill a music degree in college or graduate school. Frequent performances of 

ch'angjak kugak can be found in major cities and reviews of those concerts appear 

frequently in the news media. Now, kugak composers are as highly regarded and 

respected as composers of Western music, perhaps enjoying even greater respect 

than Western music composers. Furthermore, the sharp division between the two 

groups of composers has nearly disappeared as ch'angjak kugak or contemporary 

Korean music26 has become the main musical genre in the country. Most 

importantly, kugak has regained its involvement in the daily life of modern-day 

South Koreans through ch'angjak kugak.

The development of ch'angjak kugak has been discussed in the literature in two 

ways. The first is the scheme proposed by the composer Chon In-p'ySng, who also 

wrote the first "how-to" book on the composition of new traditional music (1987).

He divided the development of new traditional music from 1939 up to the 1980s into 

three periods. The first, from 1939 to 1961, he called a “gestation period” during 

which Kim Ki-su worked alone; the second, from 1962 to 1973, an “experimental 

period” during which a new generation of composers who had graduated mostly 

from Seoul National University searched for the way to compose ch'angjak kugalc, 

and the third from 1974 on, a “period of order and the expression of individuality,” 

in which new traditional music became a distinct type that slowly gained an 

important place in modern-day South Korea.

26 Composers who belong to the yang'ak realm view newly-composed music with traditional 
elements as contemporary Korean music with a  cultural identity, as in ch’angjak kugak. The 
main difference between them is that yang'ak composers do not limit themselves to 
composing only for traditional instruments.
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Andrew Killick (1993) adopted ChSn's periodization mainly for convenience, 

because it reflected significant public events. The first new kugak composition 

appeared in 1939; the first open competition was organized in 1962; and a regular 

concert series of ch'angjak kugak was launched in 1974. These events certainly 

played an essential role in the promotion of ch'angjak kugak. The direct impact of 

these events on the stylistic development of the music itself, however, has hardly 

been examined. In fact, no research has been done on this topic with the exception 

of a study by Shin Y 5ng-sun (1991) of the composer Kim Ki-su. Therefore, it seems 

rather premature to delineate the historical divisions based solely on events while 

ignoring stylistic changes of the music itself.

A second way has been adopted by Yun Chung-gang (1988) and Yi Sang-gyu 

(1995), who prefer to look at the emergence and development of ch'angjak kugak in 

ten-year units. Yun Chung-gang rejected the idea of dividing the history of any 

music solely on the basis of external events rather than the stylistic changes in music. 

He also believed that ch'angjak kugak had not yet matured as a music with 

"complete" form and style (1988:11). I agree with him that an analysis of music 

history based only on public events would not accurately reflect the changes in the 

music itself; however, dividing the history of a music into decades, however 

convenient it may be, is perhaps more arbitrary than an event-based division. Music 

is not a hermetic phenomenon; it changes as its makers arrive at new methods and 

react to external events. Music evolves through interactions between specific 

elements of the music itself and the environment in which it is performed.

Therefore, a good historical categorization should reflect changes in musical style as 

well as changes in the musical environment Whether musical changes predate
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cultural changes, as Blacking (1995:148-73) argued, or vice versa, one cannot 

discuss one without the other.

Yun Chung-gang's assertion (1988:11) that ch'angjak kugak is an "incomplete" 

music is a matter of contention. It is true that the 1980s and 1990s have seen a 

bewildering diversity of styles in ch'angjak kugak, largely because the composers 

themselves come from diverse backgrounds and from both the yang'ak and kugak 

traditions. Such diversity may give an impression of disorder needing to be 

regulated or defined, but is not necessarily evidence of incompleteness or 

immaturity. The diversity in style and form found in ch'angjak kugak could be the 

result of increased participation by composers with various training and backgrounds 

or simply a reflection of life in modern-day South Korea.

Ch'angjak kugak has had a relatively short but extremely dynamic history.

Both musically and socially, Korean traditional music experienced a period of great 

transformation in the mid-1970s. Kugakhaky&nguhoe [Traditional Music Study 

Group], which was formed by Seoul National University students in 1960, a year 

after the Department of Korean Traditional Music was established at the university. 

The group organized the first of its biennial ch'angjak kugak concert series in 1973. 

Kugakhakydnguhoe started the series by premiering a ch'angjak kugak concert and a 

chdnt'ong kugak concert in alternate years, but decided to put both on stage 

simultaneously beginning in 1996. With the increased repertoire of new traditional 

music, the first grand-scale annual concert series of exclusively ch'angjak kugak was 

premiered by the National Classical Music Institute (NCMI) in 1974. The shift in 

emphasis of NCMI, the hub of kugak, from merely preserving the old traditional 

music to actively promoting newly-composed music sent a strong message to both 

kugak and yang'ak composers that the "new" traditional music was a legitimate
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Korean music. Ch'angjak kugak had not previously been considered as a legitimate 

musical phenomenon. Even these days, some traditional musicians do not accept it 

as kugak. In this sense, an official acceptance by National Gassical Music Institute 

in 1974 was certainly a significant turning point for the development of new 

traditional music.

As opportunities for kugak composers opened up, the music also underwent a 

significant transformation. In 1974, Yi Sdng-ch'dn composed an educational piece 

called "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" in which he attempted to 

integrate elements of both Western and Korean traditional music. Ch'angjak kugak 

had certainly been a composed music before this time, but it had been composed 

essentially in a Western style and only performed with Korean traditional 

instruments. From this point on, ch'angjak kugak finally cast off its exclusively 

Westem-style dress and began to weave a fabric from elements of the two musical 

traditions.

The 1988 Seoul Olympic Games opened up another door for ch'angjak kugak. 

All the music premiered at the Olympics was ch'angjak kugak, rather than chdnt'ong 

kugak, and works were commissioned from both yang'ak and kugak composers. The 

schism between yang'ak and kugak began to diminish as the elements of traditional 

music became the common interests of the both yang'ak and kugak composers. 

Ch'angjak kugak composers began showing cultural confidence, which was reflected 

in their attitude. Yi S5ng-ch'on, for example, no longer appeared to confine 

ch'angjak kugak to an issue of how well the two musical cultures would fuse 

together. He freed himself from the pressure to combine elements of the two musical 

traditions and began using a variety of musical styles and subjects from all musical 

cultures, not just traditional Korean or European. His choice of instruments was also
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greatly expanded to include even Chinese instruments as well as newly-modified 

Korean traditional instruments as in his well known composition "We are the World" 

in 1988.

The issue of using harmony in new traditional music surfaced again. Park 

P8m-hun (b. 1948), a great popularizer of ch'angjak kugak, strongly believed that 

harmony existed in kugak, however latent it might be. Insisting that harmonization 

was not an idea borrowed from Western music, he advocated rediscovering it from 

Korean traditional music and freely harmonized traditional tunes (Kwon Oh-hyang 

1992: 184). Other composers also began experimenting with various ways to 

compose and perform ch'angjak kugak. Approaches in ch'angjak kugak were 

liberated from self-imposed boundaries and truly diversified.

In the following account I divide the developmental history of ch'angjak kugak 

into the following three phases, and discuss both musical and social changes in each 

phase: (1) Westernization (1960s-early 1970s), (2) nationalization (mid-1970s- 

mid-1980s), and (3) diversification (late 1980s-present). The period before the 

1960s was excluded mainly because the period could only be represented by a single 

composer, namely Kim Ki-su, whose compositional style is considered by many to 

be an imitation of Western music.

W esternization (1960s—Early 1970s)

Efforts at resurrecting traditional music in the midst of the enormous popularity of 

Western music in the 1960s began with the revival of chdnt'ong kugak [old 

traditional music]. While kugak was slowly brought back to life through the strong 

commitment of the whole kugak community and the support of the government,
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there was also a strong voice calling for a "new" traditional music for the new time. 

It was at this time that the term shin kugak [neo-traditional music] appeared, 

following a literary movement of the early twentieth century called shin sosol [new 

novel]. Although the shin kugak movement promoted the idea of a new traditional 

music, it only fulfilled the function of consciousness-raising rather than the 

stimulation of innovative artistic achievement (Yun Chung-gang 1988:12). In fact, 

most of the earlier compositions of this period were for the most part imitations of 

Western music.

Newly-composed works in the 1960s were mainly orchestral pieces. They can 

be categorized into two types. The first employs a close adaptation of Western 

musical forms, mainly sonata form.27 The other type consists of the works that 

closely resemble chdnt'ong kugak, including an imitation of traditional melodic lines 

(Yun Chung-gang 1988:11). Although most pieces written during this phase, with 

the exception of a few compositions of historical significance, are no longer 

performed or mentioned in the circles of ch'angjak kugak, one can infer that the 

objective of ch'angjak kugak at the time was somehow to combine the two traditions. 

Apparently, works representing only one tradition did not seem appropriate.

Combining the two contrasting musical traditions was not an easy task when 

the central elements of Korean traditional music had not yet been defined. It became 

even more confusing when the guidance on how to write modernized Korean music 

which surfaced during this time advocated the use of functional harmony. Among 

these demanding harmonization of Korean music, the renowned composer Na Un-

27 It would be interesting to know how much knowledge these composers had about 
Western music since books on Western music were not readily available in the Korean 
language at that time and most composers of this period did not go abroad to study Western 
art music.
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ydng (b. 1912) already stated that "lack of harmony in traditional music is not its 

distinctiveness but its primitive condition which must quickly evolve or develop into 

polyphonic music, following the examples of Western music history" (Na Un-yong 

1965:229). His statement suggests that modernization at this time meant 

Westernization. Without a consensus about how to compose new traditional music, 

composers of new traditional music at the time certainly had a difficult task.28 

Music education was designed for the teaching of Western music exclusively. 

Lacking agreement regarding what the true nature of Korean traditional music ought 

to be, many composers could only write new traditional music borrowing the form 

and compositional techniques of Western music. One of the leading figures in 

chdnt'ong kugak, Yi S6ng-ch6n, was deeply dismayed in the 1960s by not being able 

to write new traditional music with an authentic cultural identity, and entered the 

music theory program at Seoul National University to study the true nature of 

chdnt'ong kugak.

The movement toward the invention of a new music was met with great 

enthusiasm in intellectual communities such as the Korean Traditional Music 

Department at Seoul National University. As Yi Song-ch'5n recalls, however, while 

there was a strong desire to compose a new Korean music, new pieces often turned 

out to be “non-Korean.” Although the students of composition in the early 1960s 

were often frustrated by a lack of compositional models or formal compositional

28 Writing new traditional music is still very difficult process for young composers in Korea 
today. No standard or well-defined method of composing traditional music is taught even at 
the college level. Composition students that I met during my field work in Korea during 1994 
and 1995 described their difficulties as a "blood shedding" experience. Traditional music is 
learned in a surprisingly old way even in modern-day Korea, i.e., one has to learn it through 
experience without systematic explanation or methodology.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



54-

training,29 they were nonetheless very much stimulated by the open competitions of 

newly-composed kugak, the first of which was organized by the National Classical 

Music Institute and sponsored by the daily newspaper Chosdn IlbcP0 in 1962. 

Success in this contest has opened careers to a number of composers like Lee Kang- 

d6ck (b. 1928),31 Yi Song-ch'Sn (b. 1936), and Kim Yong-jin (b. 1939).32

While early shin kugak works by Kim Ki-su and his followers did not appear to 

go beyond the imitation of Western music, the forerunners of the new ch'angjak 

kugak movement made a genuine effort to integrate the musical elements of both 

yang'ak and kugak. That this was a goal of ch'angjak kugak at the time is well 

illustrated in a highly acclaimed composition by Chdng Hoe-gap entitled “Theme 

and Variations for KayagUm and Orchestra” (1961). In this first attempt at 

combining Korean traditional instruments and the Western orchestra, Chdng 

masterfully put together the two contrasting instrumental groups without losing their 

original tuning. In order to avoid any clashes of intervals and timbre, he reduced the 

role of the orchestra to a simple drone or rhythmic accompaniment for the solo 

passages of the kayagum, which retained its traditional tuning.

29 Compositional training that the students received at the time is discussed further in 
Chapter 4.

30 Chosdn is the name of the last dynasty in Korea. Chosdn llbo, the first daily newspaper 
in Korea, has played an active role in the enlightenment and independence movement since 
the beginning of this century.

31 A prolific composer, Lee made a  great contribution to the expansion of the repertoire of 
ch'angjak kugak with his 71 new traditional music pieces including 26 orchestral works (Yi 
Sang-gyu 1995:141).

32 Kim is an influential composer who wrote many ch'angjak kugak pieces using traditional 
material. However, he is better known as the first composer to adopt Western graphic 
notation in his “Symphony No. 5" (Yun Chung-gang 1988:18).
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ChQng's adroit control of the two instrumental groups was highly regarded and 

even four decades later, critics rate his work among the best of all newly-composed 

Korean traditional music (Yun Chung-gang 1988:11; Killick 1993:49; Yi Sang-gyu 

1995: 110). His ability to combine musical elements of both traditional Korean and 

Western cultures might have come from his upbringing and musical training. Chdng 

had been exposed to both traditions: while growing up in a rural area, he experienced 

the life and music of traditional Korea; and through his formal education in Western 

music, he acquired the compositional techniques of Western art music.

The works of two foreign composers in the 1960s, Alan Hovhaness (b. 1911) 

and Lou Harrison (b. 1917), deserve special mention. While kugak was not accepted 

as a music worthy of study by native Koreans when Western music was dominant, 

outsiders' interests in Korean traditional music certainly generated much excitement 

Hovhaness, who was mesmerized by the sound of the kayagum, wrote "Symphony 

No. 16, Op. 202" (1963) for Korean instruments such as kayagum, bronze bells, 

changgo, chwago [a large barrel drum], and Western string orchestra. He also 

praised Korean traditional music for its unique melodic line in his 1963 essay, 

"Korean Music is the Most Expressive, Sublime and Free in the World."

Lou Harrison, impressed by Confucian ceremonial music and chdng'ak [elite 

music] and influenced by Professor Lee Hye-ku at the Tokyo East-West Music 

Encounter Conference in 1960, came to Korea after the conference and studied 

chdng'ak at the National Classical Music Institute (NCMI). His study at NCMI 

resulted in several pieces in which he used the techniques and styles of Korean 

traditional music: "Mugunghwa Sae Tangak" [New Court Music for National 

Flower] (1961), "Prelude for PiYi and Harmonium" (1962), "New Ode" (1961-63), 

and "Pacifika Rondo" (1963). For the last two pieces he employed various
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instruments and techniques from both East Asia and the West, and after writing 

"Pacifika Rondo" he stated that he had tried “several of the ways in which I think 

classic Asian music might of themselves, and together, evolve in the future, and have 

combined instruments of several ethnicities directly for musical expression ” (von 

Gunden 1995:173). He foresaw the emergence of a single Asian classical music 

which would be based on a combination of different forms and materials. In fact, 

three decades later, in September of 1993, the orchestras of the three East Asian 

countries, China, Japan, and Korea, performed together for the first time to initiate 

the formation of a new regional musical culture as a counterpart to the existing 

Western music.

Two works of Lou Harrison, in particular, reveal his profound understanding 

of Korean traditional music, especially of aak [court music]. In his first Korean 

piece, "Mugunghwa Sae Tangak," he utilized the essential characteristics of the 

Court music tradition. The large standard orchestration of aak employing p'yonjong 

[bell] andp'ydn'gyong [chime] in this piece resembles the sound of court music, 

especially "Nagyangch'on."33 The piece opens with a slow, free tasuarwm section.34 

The end of this free section is played by hyang pVri [native bamboo oboe with 

double reed], haegum [two-stringed fiddle], ajaeng [half-tube long zither], andpak 

[the wooden clapper], the last of which usually marks the beginning and the ending 

of court music and functions here in the same way. The work, which was dedicated

33 Nagyangch'dn [Spring in Loyang] came to Korea from Song China in the early eleventh 
century. However, it has been modified as a Korean aak piece: The regular length of the 
phrase was made irregular, and the syllabic style setting was changed to the melismatic 
style with many embellishments (Hahn Man-y6ng 1985:29).

34 He indicated the opening section as tasdrOm in his manuscript
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to the musicians of Korea, is marked Largo and with its serene mood clearly 

resembles the sound of the opening of a Korean aak piece.35

Lou Harrison described his experience of Korean traditional music:

... in East Asia the virtuosity is how slow you can g o ,... how low you 
can play on the pVri [bamboo oboe with double reed] and the teacher 
will pull you down until there is just not a note left in the double reed... 
it is almost reverse of the Western thing, (von Gunden 1995:166)

He also talked about the limitations of the equal-tempered scalar system of the West, 

explaining reasons for employing a new tonal system (von Gunden 1995: 161-62). 

All in all, Harrison was successful in Ending new musical sources in the tonal 

system, instrumental timbre, virtuosity, and extraordinarily slow tempo of the 

Korean court music tradition.

Despite the genuine efforts of both native and foreign composers, most of the 

newly-composed traditional music from this period did not achieve a state of 

integration of the two musical traditions. All of them used Korean traditional 

instruments or a combination of instruments from both traditions, but the notation 

and techniques were basically western. Musical elements of both yang'ak and kugak 

were mixed together in one piece, but they were more interspersed than integrated. 

Nonetheless, composers in this period never stopped searching for what they termed 

the “correct” way to compose new music and for that reason this period has been 

called the "experimental period" of ch'angjak kugak (Yun Chung-gang 1988: 12; Yi

35 The manuscript was believed lost, even by the composer himself (von Gunden 1995), but 
it exists in South Korea In fact, the piece was performed in 1990 by the Kugak Orchestra of 
Korean Broadcasting System (KBS). I thank Ahn Hi-bong, the librarian for the KBS Kugak 
Orchestra for allowing me to examine the manuscript and Cho Su-hy6n for providing a 
recording of its performance.
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Sang-gyu 1995: 111). Despite all the experiments, however, A plus B had not yet 

generated C.

Nationalization (Mid-1970s-Mid-1980s)

With its rapidly increasing repertoires,36 ch'angjak kugak became a separate entity 

from the "old" traditional music as the first regular performance series based solely 

on ch'angjak kugak was launched by National Classical Music Institute in 1974 (Yi 

Sang-gyu 1995: 112). The composition students at the Department of Korean 

Traditional Music of Seoul National University also initiated their own performance 

series of ch'angjak kugak in 1973. It was the beginning of kugak composers' efforts 

to educate modern-day South Koreans to the necessity of having what they described 

as “our music” for “our time.”

One of the ways to increase the awareness of kugak by the general public was 

to educate them by writing a piece that could easily be understood by all people. Yi 

Song-ch'on, for example, wrote "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" 

in 1974 to promote the understanding of kugak. He designed the piece to introduce 

the resources of traditional instrumentation to listeners coming into contact with 

them for the first time. This piece is a set of variations similar to Benjamin Britten's 

"Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra" of 1946. A well-known children's song, 

“Saeya Saeya” [Birdie, Birdie] is used as the theme of the piece, which provided 

instant familiarity. In addition to writing easy-to-understand and educational pieces, 

composers of ch'angjak kugak also began writing essays to articulate the appropriate

36 In contrast to 79 known pieces in the 1960s, there were 304 performed pieces in the 
1970s. This figure is derived from the list provided by Yi Sang-gyu (1995:105-115).
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artistic interpretation of their compositions and their philosophy of music in general. 

Among the most notable of these was an essay on ch'angjak kugak in 1979, the first 

on the topic, by Hwang Byung-ki, an accomplished kayagum player and composer.

Approaching the 1980s, ch'angjak kugak enjoyed a tremendous increase in 

repertoire and in the participation of composers with diverse backgrounds. Both 

quality and quantity improved with an increasing number of orchestral pieces that 

were regularly introduced by professional traditional orchestras, and an influx of 

yang'ak composers who were inspired by the rise of renewed nationalism. The 

participation of composers from both musical traditions resulted in an unprecedented 

output of new traditional music which encompassed diverse genres and styles. A 

recital of a single composer's works became possible. Among the first of these was a 

solo recital of newly-composed kayagum pieces by the composer Hwang Byung-ki 

in April, 1980.

In the early 1980s, it was no longer considered a valid practice to harmonize 

Korean music in order to modernize i t  In fact composers were no longer obsessed 

with the Westernization of Korean music and no longer considered Westem-style 

harmony as their model. On the contrary, they tried to avoid Western harmonization 

and to include Korean sounds. In 1982, for example, Na Un-y6ng made a specific 

suggestion that composers omit functional harmony from newly-composed 

traditional music. He discouraged the use of the interval of a third and of the leading 

tone, which carried too strong an implication of the tonal music of the West On the 

other hand, he suggested frequent use of intervals of the major second and perfect 

fourths in parallel motion, and a contrapuntal treatment of different melodic 

fragments. Using examples from the works of Yi S6ng-ch'on and Hwang Byung-ki, 

Na Un-y6ng (1982: 159) also showed a variety of ways to create "Korean-ness" in
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newly-composed music. Considering that he was the one who earlier insisted on 

harmonizing Korean music to elevate it from what he viewed as its “primitive” state 

(Na Un-y 6ng 1965), the drastic change in his attitude illustrates how readily music 

changes as political and social transformations occur.

With a rapidly increasing repertoire, growing diversity of styles, and warm 

reception by the audience, ch'angjak kugak became a serious musical phenomenon to 

be reckoned with by composers of both the yang'ak and kugak traditions. Following 

the re-birth of nationalism under the political and economic stability of the late 

1970s, yang'ak composers had to re-examine their compositional activities which 

had previously been more concerned with the aesthetic rewards of writing beautiful 

music rather than with making references to societal concerns. Such self- 

examination caused many composers to set a new artistic goal of writing new music 

with a strong cultural identity. This change in ideology turned their attention to the 

traditional elements of Korean music. Sharing the same goal of writing music that 

could be understood and identified with by all Koreans, the long-lived gap between 

yang'ak and kugak composers became narrower than ever before.

It was during this time that a conservative trend became popular, partly due to 

the yang'ak composers' appropriation of traditional elements. Composers of new 

music borrowed heavily from both the materials and techniques of chdnt'ong kugak. 

Yi S6ng-ch'5n's composition in the traditional-style Taryong, "Symphony No. 5," 

was a beautiful reflection of the chdnt'ong kugak tradition. In some sense, it is even 

more "traditional" than "Sujech'on" or "YQngsanhoesang," which are considered to 

be the supreme examples of chdnt'ong kugak (Yun Chung-gang 1988: 15). 

Incidentally, Yi's “Symphony No. 5” is one of the most frequently performed pieces
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in the kugak circles. Unlike many other pieces that disappear after their premiere, it 

has been peiformed consistently since its first appearance.

Ch'angjak kugak was no longer a traditional music dressed in Western style. 

Ch'angjak kugak had been nationalized through the introspective effort of looking 

into the original character and styles of chdnt'ong kugak. Musical elements of the 

two contrasting traditions were better integrated, as composers of both yang'ak and 

kugak circles came to share the same goal of inventing a new tradition.

Diversification (Late 1980s-Present)

As the country prepared for the 1988 Seoul Olympics, South Koreans' value 

system and world view changed tremendously.37 By then, vaany yang'ak composers 

had joined kugak composers in writing contemporary music with a cultural identity 

by incorporating traditional Korean materials and styles. Preparing an Olympiad for 

the world brought about an atmosphere of appreciation for Korea's own heritage. It 

was a time for introspection. The same mood prevailed in the music community. 

Ch'angjak kugak was entering a phase of self-examination. Could it serve as Korean 

music for the Korean people?

While the country's yang'ak composers were slowly getting on the bandwagon, 

kugak musicians had been pursuing for some time their new goal of establishing their 

music as important to the daily life of modern-day South Koreans. Their endeavors 

included the use of popular genres for their compositions, including children's songs,

37 As South Korea prepares for the 2002 World Cup, another sweeping change in attitude is 
evident. There is a constant stream of articles in newspapers and popular magazines that 
call for a more worldly view and introspective reappraisal.
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new easy-to-leam vocal music, religious music, and the re-arrangement of pre

existing well-known compositions for kugak media. In addition, many composers 

incorporated the four percussion instruments and vigorous rhythm of the most 

popular genre, samubtori, in their new compositions, to which the audience, 

especially the younger members, responded with great enthusiasm. Even the 

composer Yi S6ng-ch’5n, who generally prefers the slow and peaceful court music 

tradition, included the samulnori instrumentation and rhythm in two of his more 

recent works, "Symphony No. 8" (1995) and "Symphony No. 11" (1994).38 

Children's songs were introduced as a new genre in 1987 at the competition 

organized by the National Classical Music Institute. An increased repertoire of vocal 

music that can be easily sung and identified by using well-known melodies of 

traditional style has also been composed and introduced to the populace through the 

regular radio concert series produced by Korean Broadcasting System. While there 

has been an increase of new religious music in general, the transformation of the 

well-known European-style hymn to the Icugak style has also been widespread (see 

Figure 2) in text. Diverse genres of new traditional music with different uses and 

functions, including movie and theater, also appeared in the ch'angjak kugak 

repertoire. Even popular songs in traditional style appeared in the 1980s. New 

traditional music has brought excitement to the musical life of South Korea.

A controversy arose over the arrangement of well-known works of Western 

music for Korean traditional instruments. I believe that the intention of such 

arrangements was to bring kugak into the everyday life of modern-day South 

Koreans by relying on their familiarity with already established repertoires.

However, some see this phenomenon as a distortion of the original work or as a

38 Inconsistency in the chronological ordering of his symphonies is explained in Chapter 4.
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"satire," identified by Nettl (1978: 133) as one response to Western influence. Many 

famous instrumental pieces and hymns have been rearranged for Korean traditional 

instruments. For example, Yi Sdng-ch'dn arranged Beethoven's “Moonlight Sonata,” 

one of the most popular pieces of Western music in South Korea, for a kayagum 

with 21 strings which he himself devised in 1985 (see Figure 3). It could have been 

an attempt to test the expanded range of his new instruments. Hwang Byung-ki also 

turned some well-known hymns into kayagum solo pieces (Yun Chung-gang 1988: 

15) (see Figure 4). While this practice has been criticized by some composers, such 

arrangements do seem to happen periodically when new instruments with improved 

capacity are introduced to the public.

Now, after four decades of hard work by the kugak musicians, kugak has 

become a major music culture in which there is a growing degree of diversification, 

which demands a new scheme of categorizing (Shin Tae-ch'Sl1992:167). In 

conjunction with the emergence of the new generation of composers graduating from 

twenty-one universities in South Korea39 and the contribution of yang'ak composers 

to the development of new Korean music, an unprecedented diversity of style has 

appeared in ch'angjak kugak.

Theoretical studies of ch'angjak kugak have only been conducted since the late 

1980s. A compositional method of ch'angjak kugak was first proposed by Ch6n In- 

p'yOng in 1988. There had not previously been any systematic method written down 

for teaching purposes in traditional music. This lack of written pedagogy may be in 

part explained by an unwritten rale that appears to persist even in present-day Korea,

39 Seoul National University is no longer the only institution that trains composers, theorists 
and performers, though graduates from that school are still in the forefront of the changes in 
the kugak community.
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that students should not ask questions but rather should quietly follow, and thus 

eventually arrive at understanding through experience.40

An overview of ch'angjak kugak was also provided in 1988. Yun Chung-gang 

was the first to assemble lists of all the compositions and composers, thereby laying 

the groundwork for future scholars of new music. Ch'angjak kugak was the topic for 

the celebration of the "Year for Kugak," which was held at Seoul National University 

in October, 1994. The title of the conference was "Retrospect and Prospect of 

Ch'angjak Kugak: Facing the Twenty-First Century." In August of 1995, for the 

50th anniversary of the country's liberation from Japan, a large-scale conference was 

organized at National Classical Music Institute in which the main topic was the 

development of kugak and most of the papers concerned ch'angjak kugak.

In conclusion, the ever-increasing interest in new Korean music, whether that 

music is called "ch'angjak kugakf or simply "contemporary Korean music," has 

generated a great surge in its production. There has also been a great increase of 

crossover between kugak and yang'ak in works written for various media using both 

instrumental groups and a variety of compositional techniques. Therefore, it has 

now become necessary for composers to study both traditions regardless of their 

original musical inclinations. The division that has existed since the 1950s between 

the two groups of composers has been reduced considerably by the adoption of a 

common goal of writing new contemporary Korean music for a new era. While one

40 When I was learning to play changgo [hourglass drum] at Korean Traditional Performing 
Arts Center in the summer of 1994,1 provoked a strong resentment in my young teacher 
because I asked too many questions. She was a SNU-trained musician who had received a 
Western education. However, in terms of teaching and learning traditional music, she 
insisted on the "Korean" way, that is, understanding music hi rough "experiencing" it
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cannot insist that ch'angjak kugak or ch'angjak umak41 is the only possible answer 

for Koreans' yearning for new music with a renewed cultural identity, its growing 

popularity and the ever-growing interest of yang'ak composers in kugak may be 

sufficient to warrant a bright future for this musical phenomenon.

Modified Traditional Instruments and Orchestration

In tandem with the changes in function and use of new traditional music, new 

performance practices and new instruments were adopted. The conductor was 

introduced, replacing the traditional practice of using tasurum, to create "oneness" 

among the musicians in an ensemble situation, and the chippak [wooden clapper], 

which traditionally signaled the beginning of the piece. Other practices of Western 

symphonic performance, including sitting on chairs, wearing tuxedos and dresses, 

and performing in a concert hall full of paying customers, also appeared in new 

traditional music.

Modification of Traditional Instruments

The need for the modification of traditional instruments arose in tandem with 

the emergence of newly-composed traditional music in the 1960s. The most popular 

genre for composers at the time was orchestral music for traditional instruments. 

Most of the compositions that appeared in the 1960s were orchestral pieces for 

traditional instruments (Yi Sang-gyu 1995:109). As the performance practice 

changed due to Western music influence, there proved to be an urgent need to

41 Now that composers with Western music training also write ch'angjak kugak, some 
advocate calling ch'angjak kugak simply ch'angjak Omak.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



69

modify the traditional instruments for a new way of performing in ensembles with 

precise pitch and harmony. The expansion of range and timbre was necessary for 

various expressions. The sound volume of the instruments needed to be increased in 

order to be effective in the new performing environment, that is, a large concert hall. 

The National Gassical Music Institute formed a committee in 1964 to set up a plan 

to modify traditional instruments (Yun I-gfin 1995:517). In the three decades since, 

traditional instruments have been changed to increase their volume and range and to 

establish a fixed pitch, while maintaining their original physical shape and unique 

timbre.

The orchestration of Korean traditional music has also been reviewed in 

comparison with its orchestral counterpart in West. Several differences were 

revealed immediately. The first and most obvious difference was in the relative 

diversity of timbres between the two groups. The Korean ensemble displayed many 

fewer contrasting timbres due to the smaller number of instruments within each 

instrument family. A standard Korean traditional orchestra had nine different kinds 

of instruments: five strings, two winds, and two percussion, as opposed to the 

fourteen different instrumental types of the Western orchestra.42 In addition, the 

pitch range generated by those instruments was relatively narrow, lacking both the 

highest and lowest frequencies (see Figure 5).

The Korean ensemble also lacked the volume of the Western orchestra. While 

the volume generated by the smaller group of instruments had been suitable for a 

confined environment, it could not fulfill the expectations of an audience in a larger 

hall. Discrepancies of rhythm and pitch, which were so deeply imbedded in the

42 This comparison is made by Yi S6ng-ch'6n. The fourteen different instrument types 
include five strings, four winds, three brass, and two percussion (1992a: 310).
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music that they were not even recognized as an essential aesthetic value of traditional 

music,43 seemed inappropriate in the new Westem-style cultural environment In the 

present-day kugak ensemble, they are regarded as dissonances or sloppy rhythmic 

execution because of the new expectation of the standardized pitch, precise down 

beat and congruous sound of Western music.

Among all the modifications of the instruments, the extension of range has 

been most successful. The toe haegum [big two-string spike fiddle], based on the 

haegum, provides that instrument with a lower register (Yi Song-ch'on 1992:302).

Yi S5ng-ch'on added more strings to the traditional kayagum to make 21 strings, thus 

adding over two octaves to both the high and low registers (Yun I-gfln 1995:519). 

Among all modified instruments, the 21-string kayagum has been used most 

frequently in the new traditional music repertoire. Some recitals, including a recent 

one at National Classical Music Institute in 1995, consist entirely of compositions for 

the 21-string kayagum.

There are similar kinds of modernized stringed instruments in both Japan and 

North Korea. A koto with seventeen or more strings was developed from the original 

13-string one in Japan before the 21-string kayagum appeared in South Korea 

(Killick 1993: 59). In North Korea, a 21-string kayagOm of a smaller size had 

existed for some time and was introduced in 1982 when a group of North Koreans 

visited the South through a cultural exchange program (Killick 1993:59).

43 Whenever I ask kugak musicians about the melodic and rhythmic dissoncances in 
traditional music, they all acknowledge that such discrepancies exist, but do not consider 
them to be an important musical phenomenon. Most consider them the result of sloppiness 
in performing new traditional music.
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Despite the efforts made toward the improvement of traditional instruments 

under the direction of National Gassical Music Institute and private endeavors by 

many musicans,44 including Yi S 6ng-ch'5n as a pioneer, the result has been rather 

disappointing. Although a number of new traditional instruments have been 

developed, few are in use today. There are two ways of making improvements to 

traditional instruments. One is to change only the range and volume while 

maintaining the original timbre and physical shape of the instrument This has been 

practiced for the last three decades. Recently, however, Yi S5ng-ch'5n (1992:304) 

has conceded that it is nearly impossible to create ample volume without losing some 

of the unique original tone qualities. The other option, then, is to allow all manner of 

change in timbre for the sake of achieving a massive and homogenous sound. At the 

inaugural concert of a new traditional orchestra in the National Theatre (May 1995), 

Park P6m-hun, the director, included in the orchestra new instruments of Chinese 

origin yet had all the instruments tuned close to equal tempered scale and amplified 

the sound by the careful placement of microphones. There were fewer dissonances 

and more volume in the sound as a result China and Japan have already been 

experimenting with this option for some time. In China, for example, all the 

traditional instruments have been almost completely westernized to the extent that 

Stravinsky's “Rite of Spring” can be performed flawlessly by Western standards.45

It is remarkable that South Korea has been so slow in accepting the 

Westernization of traditional instruments, since its whole musicscape was so quickly

44 Lou Harrison also developed a  new version of the p'iri made out of plastic and tuned to 
the international pitch. A=440 Hertz (Killick 1990:29).

45 During one of my meetings with Hwang Byung-ki, I had a chance to hear a  recording of a 
performance of the People's Orchestra of China which consists of only newly-developed 
instruments. They sounded just like a Western orchestra employing the Western scales and 
harmony.
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remodeled by Western music. The idea of creating a new orchestra of traditional 

instruments based on the form of the Western orchestra, which had already been 

realized in China and North Korea, may not have been introduced to the South 

Korean music community until the mid-1980s, when South Korea established a 

diplomatic relationship with China and a cultural exchange program with North 

Korea. On the other hand, it simply is not an easy task to reconcile the many 

differences between two musical traditions of such different aesthetic and 

philosophical backgrounds. It may also simply be a reflection of Korean's attitudes 

toward the preservation of "tradition." As many foreigners have observed in 

comparing two very similar instruments, the zheng of China has undergone many 

changes, while the kayagum has evolved slowly in South Korea (see Fang Kun 1981: 

3-11; Thrasher 1981: 17-53; Howard 1988:170).

Ending a fixed pitch for all the traditional instruments has not been successful 

either. Most of Korean instruments are still hand-made by local instrumental 

makers, who maintain their geographically unique ways of making instruments. 

Furthermore, making instruments by hands using the primary materials creates slight 

differences in the pitches and tone qualities of the instruments. A dilemma exists as 

to which option to follow, an equal-tempered scale or the traditional one. Again, the 

totally distinct aesthetic values of the two cultures had to be carefully examined and 

then somehow reconciled. Koreans had to decide on their aesthetic goal before such 

modification could be done successfully, if there is one. As Yi Song-ch'on (1992: 

304) urged, "we do not have to blindly follow the range or timbre of the Western 

orchestra, but somehow must change the old traditional instruments within the 

boundaries of Korean chdnt'ong umak”
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Orchestration of Korean Traditional Instruments

The original role of the traditional orchestra was simply to accompany the vocal 

genres (Song Bang-song 1984:488-490). Beginning in the fourteenth century, 

however, it developed into an independent genre of instrumental music, and by the 

beginning of the twentieth century, it had become concert music. It was during the 

era of Japanese colonization that its function changed from its original role of 

performing in court ceremonies, religious rituals, and other governmental events to 

one of performing “music for music's sake” in the form of concert pieces. (Yi Song- 

ch'Qn 1992:310).

A more modem version of the traditional orchestra emerged first in 1937 at the 

Yiwangjik aakbu [Royal Conservatory of the Yi Dynasty]. The stage was about three 

feet high, thus separating the performers from the audience, and there was even a 

conductor (Yi S ong-ch'Sn 1992a: 290). Although traditional ensemble music had 

been played in public places before this time, the separation between the performers 

and the audience produced by placing the ensemble on a stage appears to have been a 

new phenomenon in Korean music history.

In the early 1930s, various types of instrumental ensembles began to perform at 

the Yiwangjik aakbu, and the first concert was given in October 1932 (Chang Sa-hun 

1984: 594-613). It is clear from the program that attempts to create new 

arrangements of the old repertoire were already being made. "Sujech'on" was played 

by only two melodic instruments, taegum and p'iri. The first piece of 

"Ydngsanhoesang" was performed as a hun (tear-shaped globular ocarina) solo. A 

piano was included with taegum and haegum at a concert given in 1933. This might 

have been the first instance in which a Western instrument was combined with

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



75

Korean traditional ones. From the first concert in 1932 until 1945, there were 150 

concerts that included various types of such musical experiments. During this time 

Ham Hwa-jin (1884—1949) wrote the first book on the subject of the orchestration of 

Korean instruments, entitled Choson aJckip'ydn [Korean Musical Instruments] 

(1933).46 It is his orchestration of chong'ak that has been handed down to the 

musicians of today. It consisted of taegum [transverse flute], sogum [small flute], 

pVri [oboe], haegum  [two-string fiddle], kayagum [twelve-string zither], komungo 

[six-string zither], and changgo [hourglass drum] (Yi S5ng-ch'on 1992a: 307-18). 

The orchestration differs in the folk music tradition. The only purely instrumental 

genre in folk music is shinawi, in which a much smaller group of instruments is 

used: p'iri, taegum, haegum, changgo, and ching.

As there has not been much change in orchestration since the 1930s, little has 

been written about the orchestration of traditional instruments, with the possible 

exception of works by Ham Hwa-jin, Lee Hye-ku, and Chang Sa-hun. In a 1992 

essay entitled "The Study of the Orchestration of Traditional Instruments as a 

Performing Art," Yi Song-ch'on observed that the orchestration of traditional 

instruments has changed little from the one organized by Ham Hwa-jin despite the 

fact that many instruments have been added to increase the volume of the music. He 

argued that the size and scale of the orchestra must also change as the instruments 

change. After reviewing the development of the Western orchestra with respect to 

the size of the orchestra, instrumentation, and the shape and size of the concert halls, 

and upon examining the potential of traditional Korean instruments in terms of

46 His employment of a  different orchestration from what was traditional is briefly discussed 
by Yi S0ng-ch'6n (1992:313-7).
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oscillation and pitch, he proposed two types, "A" and "B," of the placement of the 

instruments in the performance/rehearsal space (Yi S5ng-ch'5n 1992a: 324).

The two schemes are similar except for the placement of the haegum (see 

Figure 6) in text. Haegum is made of the eight primary materials(p'a/ urn] that 

define all eight timbres: a bamboo resonator and neck, wooden pegs, rosin (earth), a 

metal base plate, silk strings, a gourd bridge, leather on the bow, and a coating of 

crushed stone inside the resonator (Howard 1988:217). The p'al urn classification of 

Korean traditional instruments originated from the belief of Ancient China that when 

the eight instrumental timbres derived from the eight primary materials of the earth 

are in accord, spirits and men are also in accord. According to a Chinese literature 

Shu-clung [Book of Documents], the eight voices are listed as metal, stone, earth, 

skin, silk, wood, gourd, and bamboo (DeWoskin 1982:52). The eight fold system of 

instrumental timbre is no longer used in forming an ideal orchestral sound in Korea. 

DeWoskin points out "the early formulation of the eight voices [in China] was 

probably more a response to numerological interest than a description of the essential 

instrumentation of the orchestra of the day" (DeWoskin 1982:52) and there is no 

record of using them in the ensemble music of ancient Korea either.

Haegum can thus can be assigned to either the woodwind or string instrumental 

group, and seated differently in the ensemble depending upon the characteristics of 

the piece being performed. In "YSngsanhoesang," the haegum joins freely with both 

these instrumental groups. Yi Song-ch'<5n (1992:324) recommends the arrangement 

B, unless the haegum player is assuming the role of soloist The instrumentation 

which was used in 1930s (described in Ham Hwa-jin 1933) has been expanded in the 

current new traditional orchestral music; taep 'iri (big bamboo oboe) of the wind 

instrument, ajaeng and yanggum of the string part, and more percussion instruments
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have been added. Therefore, the standard instrumentation that is used most 

frequently in recent orchestral performances is taegum  [transverse flute], sogum 

[small flute], p'iri [bamboo oboe], and doep'iri [big oboe] in the woodwind section, 

haegum [two-string fiddle], ajaeng [half-tube long zither], kayagum [12-string 

zither], kdmungo [6-string zither], and yanggum [dulcimer] in the string section, and 

p'yongyong [stone chime], p'yonjong [bronze bell], changgo [hourglass drum], and 

possibly other percussion instruments like puk or samulnori ensemble(see Appendix 

B for Glossary and Figure of Korean Traditional Instruments).47

As new traditional music gains its involvement in daily life of contemporary 

South Koreans, composers and performers are now facing new challenges of the new 

musical environment in South Korea: how to synthesize the different aesthetic and 

philosophical concepts of Western and Korean. The nation has been modernized by 

adopting economical, political, and even religious systems of the West. Now South 

Koreans call for traditional art forms that can represent their culture and society. The 

dichotomy between the nation's Westem-style modernization and the public's 

yearning for the resurrection of traditional heritage somehow has to be resolved to 

create one representative culture of new Korea. The negotiation between the two, 

West and Old Korea, are constantly being playing out, as demonstrated in the 

modification of old instruments and changes in performance practice. It is difficult, 

if not impossible, to determine whether or not the current changes are idealistic and 

for the better. How ch'angjak kugak fares as the major musical phenomenon through 

the final years of this century and early years of the new century, in particular, will 

be critical.

47 The four percussion instruments of samulnori are changgo, ching [gong], kkwaenggwari 
[small bronze gong], and puk. These instruments have often been included in the ch'angjak 
kugak repertoire.
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CHAPTER IV

CENTRAL ELEMENTS OF KOREAN TRADITIONAL MUSIC

In the process of searching for the "correct" way to compose new traditional music, 

the definition and boundaries of kugak became the most critical issue for ch'angjak 

kugak composers. Many considered defining the main characteristics of kugak to be 

the highest priority. They believed that new kugak compositions produced by the 

adoption of modem compositional techniques of the West were possible only within 

the framework of an understanding of kugak itself (Hwang Byung-ki 1979: 216). In 

traditional Korea, philosophical and aesthetic concepts that influenced every aspect 

of Korean daily life also shaped the music. Even new instruments came into 

existence by "a deliberate philosophical choice rather than an attempt to produce the 

best sound” (Howard 1988:23). The haegum [two-stringed fiddle], for example, is 

made of all eight primary materials and is considered to be an important instrument, 

assuming a role of combining different timbres in ensemble music as it belongs to 

both wind and string instrumental parts. With its screeching sound, however, it has 

earned an unfavorable nickname of kkang'kkang'i [screeching fiddle] among kugak 

performers. According to Akhakkwebdm (1493), the most valuable treatise on 

Korean court music, music must be played by eight different instrumental timbres 

made up of eight primary materials in order to create harmonious sound. Koreans,

79
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like ancient Chinese (DeWoskin 1982:52), firmly believed that all things in nature 

would be in harmony only when the pal'um [eight voices] are in accord. Therefore, 

an understanding of the philosophical and aesthetic aspects of music making is 

critical to the comprehension of the musical phenomenon.

Philosophy and Aesthetics of Korean Traditional Music

Although little has been written about the philosophy and aesthetics of chdnt'ong 

kugak [old traditional music], two influential ch'angjak kugak composers provide 

valuable information on the topic: Yi Sdng-ch'dn (1990) on philosophical aspects 

and Hwang Byung-ki (1979,1985) on aesthetic aspects.48 According to their 

teachings, five distinct ideas can be observed in traditional music: (1) regulation of 

emotion; (2) yin and yang 49 as Id [energy]; (3) naturalism; (4) the "beauty of 

age"50; and (5) hwaibudong [harmony with individuality].

Regulation of Emotion

Korean traditional music is divided into two types. One chdng'ak [elite music], 

which includes aristocratic music and ritual music (often called aak). This type of

48 The philosophy and aesthetics of Korean traditional music has not been included in the 
study of chOnfong kugak [old traditional music] until recently. I am deeply indebted to 
Professors Yi S6ng-ch’6n and Hwang Byung-ki for their teachings through my weekly 
meetings with them. They not only inspired me but broadened my knowledge of traditional 
Korean music.

49 Yin and yang are Chinese words. The Korean words for them are Qm and yang, 
respectively. Chinese words rather than Korean are used here, because yin and yang have 
become nearly colloquial in English.

501 borrow this expression from Professor Hwang Byung-ki (1985:42-4).
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music was appreciated by the nobility. The other type is minsogak or folk music, 

which includes p'ansori [an epic drama of singing] and minyo [folk song]. It was 

enjoyed by the common people. Differences between the two types lie in their 

expression of emotion: chdng'ak is characterized by serene and restrained emotion 

and minsokak by passion and free expression of emotion (Lee Hye-ku 1981:13).

As recorded in Sejong shillok [Annals of King Sejong] (1418-50), the main 

objective of chdng'ak, the music of the elite nobility in the traditional society, was 

"to cultivate human nature to the loftiness of sainthood by blending the spirit and 

men into one, to create a universe where heaven and earth are in one accord and a 

cosmos in which yin and yang exist in perfect balance" (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:32). 

The ideal of music was to elevate human nature to be in tune with a perfectly- 

ordered cosmos so that society would become one and everyone would dwell in it 

peacefully. The name chdng'ak comes from the common phrase chdngdae 

hwap'ydng. Chdngdae means a disinclination toward self-indulgence and an 

inclination toward a higher or larger self. Hwap'ydng indicates peace which is 

acquired through regulation of one's emotions. Samguksagi [History of the Three 

Kingdoms] (1145 A.D.) states that proper music has to be "joyful but not 

overflowing, sad but not grievous." Here again, the musical ideal was to control or 

regulate emotions. Music that moved one's heart to extreme emotions was not 

considered proper or right Regulation of emotion also extended to the audience. 

Chdng'ak listeners were expected to remain quiet throughout the performance.

The concept of regulation of emotion can be traced back to the early 

performance of the music of the sage-rulers in ancient China (Odes). The earliest 

Chinese repository of songs, Sfuh-ching [The Book of Odes], which was compiled 

around the sixth century B.C., gives clues about the context of performance of early
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music. While there is some debate over the nature of Odes music in early China, 

DeWoskin (1982:21) believes that the continuation of the performance of the 

ceremonial musics of the sage-rulers is evidenced in theTso-chuan [Tso 

commentary]. The nature and effect of Odes music are described in a famous 

passage in that work and is fully translated by DeWoskin in his 1982 book A Song 

fo r One or Two. Here I quote a portion of this passage to illuminate the aesthetic 

values of Odes music in early China which also regulates emotion as in chdng'ak 

music of Korea:

The Ultimate! These songs are straightforward, but not overbearing.
They wind about but do not bend over. When pressing near, they do 
not crowd; when moving afar, they do not drift away. They move, but 
within bounds; they repeat but do not bring on boredom. They make 
one be attentive but do not make one worrisome. They are enjoyable, 
but not in an uncontrolled fashion. They are useful, but not consuming; 
they are vast, but not shouting; giving but not wasting. They are taking 
without hoarding, managing without smothering, forthcoming, but not 
dissipating. The five sounds (five tones of the Chinese mode) 
harmonize and the eight winds (the eight timbres=p'alum) are in 
balance. The rhythm is measured in a disciplined and orderly way. It 
is in full accord with virtue at the height of its bloom. (DeWoskin 1982:
23)

In contrast to chdng'ak, the musical ideal of minsogak [folk music] was to 

express mundane, earthly emotions of grief and pleasure. Folk music was supposed 

to stimulate the audience to ecstatic joy and delight Therefore, good folk musicians 

were expected to move an audience "to laughter and to tears," to borrow an 

expression from a great master of folk art, Shin Chae-hyo (1812-84) (Hwang Byung- 

ki 1985:34). Unlike chdng'ak, regulation of emotion was not required in folk music;
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rather, stimulation of the emotions into a state of rapture and ecstasy was of utmost 

importance.

The concept of emotional regulation of the elite tradition stems from the belief 

system of Confucianism, which has dominated the Korean world view and Korean 

values since the fourteenth century A.D.. Confucianism teaches chung'yong 

[regulation] in life: One should not lean toward any particular direction but always 

stay in the middle of the road. Thus the repertoires of chdng'ak include music of a 

slow, calm, and serene nature. Oh Yong-rok (1995) observes that the tempo of 

traditional music has slowed down over the centuries and the music has become 

simplified as well. The range of its melodic lines does not stray far from the mid

range or exhibit overt expressiveness by use of extremes of high and low pitch. The 

concept of regulation has been one of the most difficult problems for composers of 

new traditional music, whose goal was to reach a mass audience. The majority of 

present-day South Koreans, as in the past, appreciate emotive forms of music, 

especially as expressed in the fast rhythms of sanudnori, which can provide 

immediate gratification by a more direct, kinetic appeal to feelings.

Yin and Yang as Ki [Energy]

Ki is an intangible or undetectable energy flowing around us. Ki functions properly 

only when the dual forces, yin and yang, work together. Ki is not exterior physical 

energy "but the source from which all things under the sun are created, namely, life- 

giving energy, or the energy of life itself" (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:44). The 

principle of constant conciliation between two poles has been highly significant in 

Korean philosophy for the understanding of all the complementary dual
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relationships in the universe: men and women, heaven and earth, sun and moon, 

darkness and light, and so on.

Korean musicians believe that the same principle of two complementary 

forces exists in music making: loud and soft; high and low; and fast and slow. The 

execution of changdan [rhythmic pattern of long and short] on die double-headed 

puk [barrel drum] and changgo [hourglass drum] provides a specific example 

(Hwang Byung-ki 1985:46). When playing the puk ox changgo, the left hand head 

of the drum, which is made of thick hide, produces a low tone, while the right side, 

which is made of thin hide, creates a high tone. The left head is struck with palm of 

the hand, thus producing a sound which is soft and deep. The right head is struck 

with a stick, which results in a loud, sharp sound. Thus, timbres, soft and deep, are 

symbolically associated with yin; and the loud and sharp, associated with yang. 

Therefore when both heads of the drum are struck, the Id [energy] of yin and yang 

are believed to be united together, yin on the left and yang on the right Thus, the 

duality of long and short rhythmic patterns of Korean traditional music is interpreted 

as the workings of yin and yang in the flow of ki.

The Beauty of Age

Age is of the utmost importance in Korean traditional music.51 A piece is created 

not in one instance of compositional behavior, but over a long period of time by the 

creative efforts of many performer/composers. The most elegant and refined piece

51 The importance of age in traditional music has been well-known among traditional 
musicians. However, as a seasoned performer himself, Hwang Byung-ki was the first to 
articulate this idea in his 1985 essay entitled "Some Notes on Korean Music and Aspects of 
its Aesthetics."
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of court music, "Sujech'Sn," originated in the Paekche period (18 B.C.-660 A.D.) as 

a folk music. Then it was transformed into court music during the Koryd dynasty 

(918-1392). During the King Sejo period (1455-68) of the Yi dynasty (1392-1910), 

it was still performed as court music and recorded in a score book called Taeakhubo. 

At that time the piece was called "Chdngfip." A comparison between "Chdngiip" in 

the earliest score transmitted to us and the present form of "Sujech'Sn" does not show 

much resemblance, which may be seen as evidence of the extensive refinement to 

which this music has been subjected through the ages.

Hwang Byung-ki (1985:44) compared this refinement process to that of a tree 

slowly acquiring the beauty that comes with age. This notion of creating music over 

a long period of time is one of the most important aspects of Korean artistry. The 

performers, too, devote many long years of tireless effort to improve and cultivate 

their performance techniques in order to become seasoned artists. Here again, it is 

through this "aging" that they can inspire the audience with a beauty that is noble, 

lofty, and sublime. When someone says that a performer is “really seasoned” or that 

he has “really mellowed,” they are bestowing upon him the highest approval that any 

traditional artist can receive.

The concept of aging in Korean traditional music is quite different from that of 

Western countries, which have historically shown great admiration for child 

prodigies such as Mozart The innate talent of young performers is so highly valued 

in the West that there are even age limits in most open competitions of Western 

music. As such Western thoughts have become more prevalent in Korea, and more 

gifted young performers have appeared in modern-day South Korean society, the 

respect for seasoned performers is on the way to becoming a thing of the past
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Naturalism

According to the most important traditional treatise on Korean music, Akhakkwebom 

(1493 A.D.), music comes from nature and becomes instantiated only through ki, the 

vessel of nature.52 Yi S6ng-ch'on (1990: 157) points out two important concepts in 

this statement First, sound is in nature. Through the means of a certain vessel, it is 

given life as music. Both sound and its vessel come from nature. "Vessel" here can 

mean a person, or more precisely his vocal cords, or musical instruments (Yi SQng- 

ch'on 1990:157). Therefore, according to the treatise, sound in nature becomes 

music as a person pours his or her feelings into the sound of the voice or an 

instrument Since sound is in nature, and the vessel that creates the sound is also 

from nature, Koreans believe that music must therefore, be produced in concordance 

with nature. An identical relationship between music and nature exists in China. 

Early Chinese believed that "music is the materials found in nature and the musical 

potentials that are inherent in them. In nature are found both the pitch and the 

materials to give it voice" (Dewoskin 1982: 61). Therefore, in both Chinese and 

Korean cultures, musical instruments were supposed to be made of natural materials 

in order to be in harmony with nature.

In accordance with this philosophy, Korean musical instruments were 

traditionally classified by eight different timbres, as in ancient China. Each of the 

eight timbres is related to one of the primary materials used in their construction:

52 K7 [Vessel] here is different from ki [energy] as their Chinese characters reveal, though 
they are pronounced in the same way in Korean. It is interesting to note that the Annals of 
King Sejo (1418-50 A.D.) state that music came from heaven to elevate the human mind. 
According to Akhakkwebom, music comes from nature, although in the preface of the same 
book, it says that the origin of music is heaven.
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metal, stone, silk, bamboo, gourd, leather, clay, and wood (Howard 1988:23). The 

yuUcwan, a measuring pipe used to produce the 12 notes in traditional oak [court 

music], was also made out of natural bamboo. The inconsistency in thickness of the 

bamboo pipe did not appear to be a matter of concern. In fact, its "natural" quality 

was considered perfect for creating a taeak [great music] which disciplines one's 

mind (Lee Hye-ku 1979:41). In the traditional society of Korea, as in early China, it 

was important that the twelve pitches were inherent in nature. The sage did not 

create them; he discovered them (DeWoskin 1982:60). Therefore, there was no 

artificial method of vocal training in traditional music,53 particularly in the chdng'ak 

category, according to Yi Song-ch'on (1990: 157). People just sang, letting their 

voices take their "natural" courses. Of course, a student learning chdng'ak 

repertoires must imitate his or her teacher. To borrow a term from DeWoskin (1982: 

102), the training of the singers was to reach the ideal of "self-so-ness" or 

"spontaneity and nonaction or nonpurposeful action in learning conduct" There was 

nothing comparable to the bel canto singing style, which requires many years of 

intense training, since the main goal was not to create an exact pitch or clear voice, 

or to display one's talent As for the instruments, there were no controlling valves 

and no methodology which sought to create controlled, clear and precise tones in 

"correct" pitch.54 Rather, a combination of different timbres playing sim ilar melodic 

tines at approximately the same pitch resulted in the complex, distinctive timbre that 

is a hallmark of Korean traditional music.

53 One exception is p’ansori, in which singers were trained to make harsh, souiful sounds for 
dramatic purposes, although these were not taught systematically.

54 Since there is no standard concert pitch in traditional music, there are often some pitch 
discrepancies among the players in ensemble performances. While those pitch differences 
can be unbearable for Western musicians, Korean musicians have higher tolerance for 
"dissonances."
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Performance practice in Korean traditional music is also derived from the ideal 

of "self-so-ness." At first, musicians did not plan their performances in advance. 

There was no conductor controlling the performance, only the cbippak [wooden 

clapper], which signaled the beginning and end of the piece. There was no concert 

pitch. Performers in the ensemble spontaneously performed the free, flexible 

tasurum section by feeling the common pitch and the flow of the piece. The 

articulation of the melodic shape was based on the breathing of the performer, as 

opposed to the regular, heartbeat-like pulse of Western music.

All of the above practices of spontaneity are being seriously re-examined as 

newly-composed traditional music tries to combine elements from both Western and 

traditional Korean practice. Now, with five-line staff notation, which severely 

restricts and controls musical creation, and conductors, who control the course of the 

performance, traditional performers find great difficulty adapting to Western styles 

of music-making. Composers also complain about "laxity" in the execution of their 

work by traditional performers.

Hwaibudong

The main characteristic of hwaibudong in kugak is the slight differences or 

discrepancies that occur in rhythm and melody when independent lines sound 

together. I am using the term "discrepancy" in the sense of processural and textural 

discrepancies as defined by Charles Keil in his 1987 essay "Participatory 

Discrepancies and the Power of Music." My point will become clearer when I later 

discuss the melodic phenomenon in kugak. Yi S8ng-ch'5n (1990:58) argues that the 

philosophy of hwaibudong, which originated from the Confucian Analects, meaning
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"harmonious but not identical," has been a philosophical as well as musical concept 

in Korean traditional music. Although the instruments sounding at the same octave 

in traditional orchestral pieces may appear to be in unison, they are, in fact, slightly 

different from each other, with each part carrying its own independent melodic line. 

An unwritten canon in traditional music is that no melodic line is ever duplicated in a 

p ieced  This naturally precludes the predominance of any one melody or theme. To 

illustrate the concept, Yi S5ng-ch'6n (1992a; 306) draws an analogy from politics: 

"Its main idea is like the philosophy of an idealistic democratic nation in which 

harmony among the people is achieved with respect for the rights of individuals."

Although vertical relationships occasionally occur as the different lines 

overlap, emphasis is given to the creation of continuous lines that do not break as 

other parts join through yonum, connecting phrases. In "Sujech'Qn," for example (see 

Figure 7), the p'iri [bamboo oboe] carries the "main" melodic line,56 while other 

instruments with similar melodic lines play independently an octave apart When the 

p'iri drops out the other melodic instruments continue on with the similar melodic 

line called yontim, thus creating an unusually long line of melody with the 

juxtaposition of different tone colors. Here, the melodic interest shifts between 

sogiim and p'iri with each carrying its own sigimsae (living tone]. Also, melodic 

discrepancy occurs as different parts of similar melodic lines, but with contrasting 

ornamentations, overlap one another.

55 Yi Po-hy6ng, who has been collecting the folk songs of South Korea by visiting different 
places, shared with me his experience of attending a traditional music concert in which the 
audience left when a performer repeated the same melodic line. He told me this story when 
I confessed my difficulties in defining "theme" or "motif in traditional music.

56 Strictly speaking, there is no "main" melodic line by a  single voice. Here the "main" 
melodic line is constituted by several lines working closely together.
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Figure 7: The Opening Section of "Sujech'on" [A Royal Banquet Music]
(mm. 1-15)
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Figure 7 (Cont'd): The Opening Section of "Sujech'on" 
[A Royal Banquet Music] (mm. 1-15)
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Figure 7 (Cont'd): The Opening Section of "Sujech’on" 
[A Royal Banquet Music] (mm. 1-15)
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Yonum is the phrase which occurs between main melodic lines to provide 

continuity and to reinforce the melodic linearity. The result is an elegantly long 

melodic line composed of a variety of tumbrel combinations. At the end of each 

section of a large piece, as at the end of each section of "Sujech’dn" (see Appendix 

C-l, mm. 33-39 of all three sections, pp. 214-15,221-22,228-29), yonum not only 

functions to provide continuity from one section to another but also to demarcate 

each section. This is why yonum is considered one of the most important 

characteristics of Korean traditional music.

Since the result is so similar to heterophonic texture, the texture of Korean 

traditional music is often described as heterophony (Kim Ch'ong-muk 1992:61). In 

fact, the definition of heterophony is one of the most discussed topics in South 

Korea. Most scholars that I have met in Korea do not approve of the use of term 

"heterophony" and believe that it is an ethnocentric term which should not be used to 

describe an advanced music like Korean music. Yi Song-ch'on (1992a: 306) believes 

that a difference of intention distinguishes the texture of Korean traditional music 

from heterophony. In heterophonic texture, there is a form of a melodic line 

combined with its own ornamented version in improvised performance. Yi claims 

that they are different phenomena, based on his strong belief that the original 

intention of traditional music was to allow for the harmonious co-existence of 

independent lines, wherein each line would be different, with an emphasis on its 

individuality, following the philosophy of hwaibudong. He asserts that the 

discrepancies in the texture of Korean traditional music are not simply the result of 

improvisational interaction among the players but the outcome of an individual
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player following the conventional, unwritten, idiomatic use of ornamentation for his 

or her instrument.57

Looking at the repertoire of well-known traditional works, I have discovered 

four different types of musical hwaibudong. The first type is the most common one. 

Each instrument has its own idiomatic ornamentation. When the end of the phrase is 

not decisive, that is, when its diminishing sound is reflected in a different degree of 

vibration in each part (see Figure 8), there will be a discrepancy in the beginning of 

the next phrase. Thus, when all the instruments are played spontaneously without 

notation or conductor, as in traditional practice, then melodic discrepancies as well as 

rhythmic ones occur naturally. Here, one can observe a discrepancy among the lines 

as each line carries a similar but not identical melodic line.

The second type is derived from inserted notes called kanum [middle tone] (see 

Figure 9). This is an example of two instruments with different functions. While the 

pydn'gydng [12-stone chime] strikes the notes of a simple melodic line, other 

melodic instruments, which are usually played with many embellishments, insert a 

few notes in between to create a sense of continuity in the music.

The third type is the slight pitch discrepancy that occurs between instrumental 

lines (see Figure 10). It is different from the first type in that it is not the result of 

differing ornamentation. Rather, the third type is characterized by a brief moment of 

deliberate discrepancy as one instrument plays a different note.

57 Yi's definition of hwaibudong appears to be comparable to heterophony of the West 
Heterophony in the Western world is also defined as "simultaneous variation, accidental or 
deliberate, of what is identified as the same melody" (Cooke 1980:537). Yi's intention to 
distinguish hwaibudong from the term heterophony may stem from his strong desire to 
assert the uniqueness of kugak.
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The last type of discrepancy is the occasional rhythmic discrepancy due to 

different techniques of the intended instruments. It occurs particularly between the 

wind and string instruments. There is, for example, a slight rhythmic discordance 

between p'iri and haegum, because the changing of the bowing in haegum takes 

longer than changing fingerings in p'iri. This discrepancy was always there in the 

performance of old traditional music as a part of music making.

The types of hwaibudong that I have described above come about as the result 

of the performers' spontaneous execution. They are not specifically indicated in the 

scores of traditional music. They result from the performers' creative participation. 

The most frequently used traditional notation form is chonganbo, meaning spaced 

notation in a shape of water well (chong = well; gan — space; and bo = notation). It 

is a mensural notation developed during the reign of King Sejong (1418-50 A.D.).

In a series of squares, pitches, or yul, of a piece are indicated by identical indicators 

of Chinese characters for all the instruments. However, each instrument has its own 

separate notation with different symbols identifying ornaments and techniques 

specific to individual instruments (see Figure II).

Recently, many of these performances have been transcribed, along with the 

performance-generated variations in pitch and rhythm, to five-line staff notation. 

Consequently, those slight differences that are at the heart of chont'ong kugak are 

being ossified and the process which produces these micro-variations so essential to 

the tradition is in danger. In ch'angjak kugak, every detail is written down to insure a 

precise performance, and a conductor controls every beat of the music. Yi 

S6ng-ch'on told me that he does not write down the details of the melodic line, 

allowing the performer to express his or her own interpretation of the music. The 

presence of a conductor, however, necessarily reduces the spontaneity and the
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creative freedom of the performers, and consequently, opportunities for the 

appearance of these traditional "discrepancies" are becoming fewer and fewer.

In his essay, "Participatory Discrepancies and the Power of Music" (1987: 

275), Charles Keil describes participatory discrepancies as follows:

The power of music is in its participatory discrepancies, and these are 
basically of two kinds: processual and textural. Music, to be personally 
involving and socially valuable, must be "out of time" and "out of 
tune."

If hwaibudong is the central concept of Korean traditional music as Yi SSng-ch'on 

states, then it would follow that in kugak, the processual and textural discrepancies 

that occur during performance are central to both the execution and appreciation of 

the music.

A transcription of "Sujech'on" by Cho Chae-sSn (1992: 193-6)58 illustrates the 

processual and textural discrepancies between the two melodic instruments, p'iri 

[oboe] and taegum [transverse flute], along with the rhythmic pattern of changgo 

[hourglass drum] (see Figure 12). Here, the long melodic line, divided by the 

stressed attacks and unstressed releases, is marked by two contrasting colors, black 

and white. The top line indicates the actual duration in seconds. Discrepancies 

among the voices as well as in the rhythmic patterns are apparent in the beginning of 

the phrase as well as in its ending. While the two melodic lines share some common 

notes, it is hard to believe that they were intended to be exactly the same, considering 

all the differences between them.

58 The transcription is based upon a recording in the archives of the Korean Broadcasting 
System (Tape No. 10). It was recorded at National Classical Music Institute in the early 
1950s.
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The ways in which Keil's "participatory discrepancies" act on the audience59 

and become manifest by their participation can vary depending upon cultural 

expectations. While Keil described the "polka-happiness" of engaged polka 

audiences as having its expression in dancing, engaged participation by Korean 

audiences at ensemble performances is expressed by a silent, yet focused attention on 

the performance. The ensemble music of Korea represents the elite music tradition, 

and an overriding value of this tradition is the regulation of emotion. This regulation 

of emotion is also manifested in the music itself, through the balances required by 

the principle of hwaibudong. The principle of hwaibudong is expressed in the 

processual and textural discrepancies, as is the dual principle of yin and yang, which 

is crystallized in the stressing sound of yang and the releasing sound of yin in the 

melodic line. The contrasting timbres of loud and sharp sound as yang and soft and 

deep sound as yin in the drumming is an essential characteristic of Korean traditional 

music. Of course, the concept of naturalism, which permits performers to engage in 

music-making by becoming part of the compositional process itself, should not be 

underestimated.

Writing about European art music, Meyer (1965) has stated that "greatness in 

music lies in delayed gratification." In Western music, this delayed gratification is 

generated in large part by functional harmony, a phenomenon absent from Korean 

traditional music. Instead, greatness in Korean traditional music lies in hwaibudong 

and the dual principle of yin and yang manifest in the melodic and rhythmic 

elements. As Rowell (1973:190) points out, "musical values are products of culture, 

not universal absolutes." Every music, each with its own cultural system, thrives and 

continues, as long as it constantly relates to its own people.

59 Here, 1 am following the definition of "participation" formulated in Keil's essay (1987).
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Central Musical Elements of Korean Traditional Musk

Lee Hye-ku (1967:425-9) describes the central elements of Korean traditional music 

as having a direct relationship to the structure of the Korean language, a relationship 

not confined to Korean culture, that also helps to illuminate differences between 

musics of various cultures. A Korean word generally consists of strong syllables 

followed by weak syllables (as opposed to the weak-strong construction often found 

in English). Therefore most Korean vocal songs employ a trochaic rhythmic pattern 

in contrast to the iambic pattern of much Western music.

Lee Hye-ku also observes a concept of time different from that of Western 

music. A slow, supple tempo is highly valued in traditional Korean music. Lee 

Hye-ku believes that only with a slow tempo can one appreciate the distinctive subtle 

embellishments that characterize the melodic line. These embellishments, called 

sigimsae, cannot be experienced if the tempo of the music is too fast, nor can one 

appreciate the inflections called nong, or the various dynamic shadings in the 

melodic line, if the tempo is not sufficiently slow. Those who are knowledgeable 

about the nature of kugak generally favor a slow, gentle rendering of the music in 

which one can achieve a peaceful state (Lee Hye-ku 1976:74). This may explain to 

some degree why even traditional music specialists themselves sometimes think that 

there is no rhythm per se in traditional Korean music. "Sujech'Qn" is considered the 

most elegant and beautiful of all court music because of its solemn and sublime 

melody with its slow and free rhythm.

The greatness of traditional music indeed lies in the sublimity of melody and 

the elasticity imparted by the slow tempo. Nonetheless, there are other significant 

elements of Korean traditional music. In the following section, I shall discuss
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characteristic features of melody, rhythm, and structure. Texture has already been 

discussed in relation to the concept of hwaibudong, and timbre will be discussed in a 

later section called “Modification of Instruments and Orchestration.”60

Son'yul [Melody]

Melody is always considered to be the most important element in the discussion of 

Korean traditional music (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:40; Cho Chae-son 1992:121). 

Melody consists largely of four components: pitch, duration, sigimsae 

[ornamentation], and nong [inflection]. There are 12 scale tones called yul (see 

Figure 13). Once the central tone called kung, hwang [Eb] is established, other 

intervals are produced at the frequency which is produced when one places one's 

finger at the node 1/3 of the distance of the length of the played string. The method 

is called sambunsonikbdb (see Figure 14). Although there are 12 separate pitches, 

the intervals differ slightly from those found in an equal-tempered Western 

chromatic scale (see Figure 15). Here, the cent system, developed by Alexander J. 

Ellis (1814—90), is used to measure the intervals. The octave in this scheme is equal 

to 1,200 cents and each of the twelve equally tempered semitones is equal to 100 

cents. Since Korean traditional music now uses the five-line staff notation, the 

intervals between the notes have changed to accommodate the new notational 

system. In fact, it has been said that they are now much closer to the equal-tempered 

scale of Western music than they were in the 1960s.61

60 There are many other details of Korean music that might require further explanation for 
complete understanding of the main characteristics of kugak, especially for those who do not 
know kugak at all. However, since this is not a survey of Korean traditional music, I have 
selected the elements that are most important for understanding ch’angjak kugak.

61 This information was given to me by an accomplished kayagQm player, Kim Ch6ng-ja, a 
professor at Seoul National University.
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Two of the most frequently used modes in Korean traditional music62 are 

p'ydng and kyemydn (see Figure 16). The p'ydng mode usually consists of five notes, 

at intervals resembling major seconds and minor thirds. As in the dual modal system 

of Western common practice, in which the major tonality is often thought to express 

happiness and joy, p'yong mode has an equivalent status in Korean music. Kyemydn 

mode is the counterpart of p'ydng mode, gentler and darker shading like Western 

minor, and consists of three or four notes (Chang Sa-hun 1985:84).® The second 

(hydp) and fifth (mu) rarely occur, thus, kyemydn mode is often characterized by the 

interval of a perfect fourth between the first two notes {hwang and chimg) and the 

major second between the third and the fourth notes (ch'ung and bn). The tendency 

of the fourth tone {bn) to make a downward curve at the end of its duration is also 

unique. The kyemydn mode is also characterized by a heavy vibrato, which spans 

about the size of a half tone in a tone a fourth below kung or a fifth above the central 

tone (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:41). The central tone, called hwang, receives a light 

vibrato-an example of nong [inflection]. The two notes of kyemydn mode which 

receive different degrees of vibrato called nong is said to be suitable for emotive 

music. In fact, the southwestern kyemydn mode is often called the "bag of tears" 

mode.64

62 Although the study of modes has been undertaken since the beginning of the 
establishment of the Traditional Music Department at Seoul National University, a unified 
theory has not been achieved. In this paper I am following the interpretation of Hwang 
Chun-y6n in his 1994 essay entitled "The Modal System of Korean Traditional Music."

63 The controversy over the use of three or four notes in kyemdn mode has also been a 
serious matter that has not been resolved.

64 The p'ydng mode and kyemydn mode make up the principal modal system, but there are 
many variants in different regions of South Korea. Since the southwestern part of South 
Korea is known for its rich folk music culture with p'ansori and shaman music, its modal 
system receives a special category among all the variants.
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Sigimsae [Living Tone] and Dynamic Shading

Yi S6ng-ch'8n believes that the essence of traditional music is sigimsae,65 which is 

often translated as "living tone." It is called living tone because when a lot of 

ornamentation occurs it seems that the notes have their own life, as they move so 

freely yet flawlessly through various degrees of dynamic shadings. The elaboration 

procedure which occurs before and after the main tones is so varied that no pattern 

can be identified (Chang Sa-hun 1975:218-50). As there is no repetition of the same 

melody, there is no identifiable pattern in the application of sigimsae. What is 

apparent is that sigimsae reinforces or signifies the rising and falling of notated 

melodic motion (Cho Chae-son 1992:122). In line with the philosophy of emotional 

regulation, the music however never undergoes any dramatic changes through the 

use of sigimsae. Various types of ornaments stress and decorate the main tones both 

before and after the notes by adding rapid groups of notes. The motion generated by 

these ornaments gives the impression that the calm state of the melody induced by 

the long duration of the main tones is counteracted by the rapid activity of the 

ornaments. These opposed melodic states are called ch dngjungdong, meaning calm 

in motion, and tongjungdong, meaning motion in motion, out of which comes the 

power of artistic creation (Cho Chae-son 1992:123).

The long duration of the main notes is one of the characteristics of chdng'ak, as 

exemplified in "Sujech'on." Thus, the essence of the melody is in the treatment of 

the individual tones, which are often stretched out to a great length. Within a long 

duration, each tone takes its own course, which is expressed in the changes of tone

65 Yi Sfing-ch'On thinks that sigimsae is the most important element of chdnfong kugak that 
is being lost in ch'angjak kugak. He always allows for performers' interpretation by not 
writing out sigimsae in his composition.
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quality. Most Korean instruments are designed to express these changing qualities 

(Cho Chae-sdn 1992:131). The tone qualities change as the level of energy given to 

the tone varies. In most traditional Korean instruments, which do not have artificial 

devices to control the exact variations, the free way of exerting the level of energy 

creates the natural transformation of tone quality. Temporal patterns of changing 

qualities also constitute a crucial element in the formation of melody. One of the 

ways to change the tone quality is through the use of vibrato, with each note given a 

different degree of vibration. Various kinds of vibrato are applied to the tones in the 

closing portions of a melodic phrase as a function of energy distribution within the 

melody, so that the use of nong and of dynamics is related to tension and release in 

the melody.

The changes in quality during the execution of a single tone are also closely 

related to changes in the physical state of the body. An unchanging tone quality 

signifies tension and the storing up of energy, while a fluctuating tone quality 

indicates relaxation and a release of energy. Therefore, the change of quality of a 

single tone is closely related to larger patterns of tension and release within a 

melodic line. An individual tone is stressed at the beginning with the creation of 

dynamic shading and then gradually released towards the end. It is somewhat like 

the use of the brush in Asian calligraphy.66 The brush has to be forced down with 

weight in order to draw a straight line, and then toward the end of the line one must 

relax his or her hand gracefully, without force. The dual nature of stressing and 

releasing forces in an individual tone coincides with the principle of yin and yang 

(Cho Chae-son 1992: 131). Since a single tone involves a long duration in

66 This analogy was given by Yi Po-hy6ng at one of our meetings.
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traditional music with a slow tempo, one can easily detect the relationship between 

yin and yang. As Yi Chdng-ju67 explains,

The um [yih] sound bears a fundamental difference from the yang sound 
in its tone quality. The subtle beauty of the tone comes from the um 
sound, the sound of the pulling—reducing—force, so that the melody 
could not be formed without the interaction of these changing qualities 
of the tones... At the beginning portion of the tone one must stress with 
the pushing—forward—force, then he might possibly reach the um-yang 
state of the tone quality. (Cho Chae-son 1992:132)

Changdan [Rhythm]

Rhythm is closely related to the melodic phenomenon in Korean traditional music 

and thus equally important The best-known set of rhythmic patterns are changdan 

of various repeated rhythmic cycles. Chang means long and dan means short The 

relationship between the long and short is an approximate 2 to 1 ratio, and is the 

basis for all combinations of changdan rhythmic patterns. There are nine rhythmic 

patterns in folk music ranging from a very slow chinyangjo ( J = 35) to a very fast 

tanmori ( J=  208-230) (see Figure 17). In sanjo, a solo fantasia-like piece, the 

performer usually starts with chinyangjo and builds up to hwimori ( J .= 144). In 

minyo [folk song], various changdan can be used according to the content of the 

song. However, a pair of two changdan, one following the other faster one, is used 

frequently. For example, a farmers' song called "Chajinmori Nongbuga" [Faster 

Farmer's Song] of southwestern origin is usually sung in moderate tempo, chungmori

67 Yi was an early traditional music scholar and wrote many articles, but most of them are 
available only in private collections as unpublished manuscripts. Here I am citing his 
statement which appeared in Cho Chae-sOn's 1992 book entitled "Aspects of Melodic 
Formation and Structural Analysis in Sujechbn."
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Figure 17: Changdan [Rhythmic Pattern] of Folk Music Genres 
(from Howard 1988, pp. 141-42)
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( J = 84-92), first, then followed by a faster chajinmori ( J. = 96). It is believed 

that changdan not only indicates the tempo of the music but also expresses its 

emotion. For example, chinyangjo is used for sad occasions such as in the death of 

Shimchdng.̂  The fast rhythmic pattern of hwim ori, on the other hand, reflects the 

pinnacle of excitement, a joyful finale.

There are three important aspects to the execution of these nine rhythmic 

patterns. The first involves the technique of providing the first beat of a rhythmic 

cycle, which is usually notated as $ . When both heads of thechanggo are struck 

with the stick in one's right hand and the palm of the left hand, the right hand stick 

must strike a little faster than the left hand. This means that the stroke of the 

changgo stick occurs slightly before the down beat, generating a slight discrepancy, 

although the notation indicates simultaneous execution. In traditional terms this is 

called gallach'inda, meaning “play both hands separately.”

The second important characteristic is the variation of the rhythmic patterns as 

the music proceeds. It is this same principle that is also at work in the frequent 

changing of the melodic line to enhance melodic interest. Changgo or puk players 

are expected to vary the rhythmic patterns, although the notation usually provides 

only the basic pattern, which is actually indicated only once at the very beginning of 

the piece. In folk music performances, good drummers are expected to generate a 

great deal of hung [enthusiasm] by varying the rhythmic patterns often through 

interaction with the audience.

68 She is the main character in one of the five standard p'ansori in which she dies by 
plunging herself into the ocean for a  large sum of money to cure her fabler's blindness.
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Flexibility in perceiving time is another important aspect of these rhythmic 

patterns. "One breath," or hanbae, is the basic unit of counting rhythm in traditional 

music, much slower than its counterpart in Western music, a beat based on a 

pulsation. With a long duration as a basic unit, there is room to linger, which allows 

performers to relax at the end of the pushing and to prepare for another stressed 

sounding. The result is the alternation of pushing and pulling executed in the 

changgo or puk in which the main instruments create a "swinging" sensation. Since 

in newly-composed traditional music, only the stressed sound is emphasized and 

confirmed by the conductor, the feeling of lingering caused by relaxation at the end 

of each rhythmic cycle is slowly disappearing.

As Korean traditional music has been divided into two categories, chdng'ak 

and minsogak, with two radically different concepts, there is another set of rhythmic 

patterns that is used exclusively for court music. Since court music is different from 

the more emotive folk music, much slower rhythmic patterns prevail. As a specific 

rhythmic pattern is associated with the name of each piece, the rhythmic cycle is also 

called by that name. The drummer is not expected to vary the pattern in court music 

(see Figure 18).

There are also two types of "free" rhythm in Korean traditional music.69 One 

is characterized as the "time value of the musical tone." It is difficult to perceive this 

phenomenon as a rhythmic event, since a specific duration is not indicated. Only 

musical tones are arranged together, but each tone is sustained for about the same 

duration, thus creating a pattern that can be perceived over a long span of time. An 

example can be found in the Confucian ritual music "Hwangjong-gung" (see Figure

69 These are identified by Hwang Byung-ki in his essay, "Some Notes on Korean Music and 
Aspects of its Aesthetics" (1985:32-48).
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Rhythmic patterns for instrumental court music

Sangydngsan in Ydngsan hoesang and Ydmillak

J =30

Sangydngsan and Chungydngsan from Ydngsan hoesang, Pohdsa 
Pohdja

J =25-30

Serydngsan and Karak tdri from Ydngsan hoesang, Ydmillak 
Pohdsa

Samhydn hwanip and Hahydn hwanip

J = 45-60

Todurt (Mi hwanip and Se hwanip) 

J = “ 1 _ L

Ydmbul hwanip

J =70

Figure 18: Changdan [Rhythmic Pattern] of Court Music Genres 
(from Howard 1988, pp. 139-40)
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T’ arydng and Kunak from Ydngsan hoesang. Kyemydn karak hwanip. 
Ujo karak hwanip

^  J>|

Yangch'dng hwanip

-  f  } : I  H : -| - h

Ydmbul t’arydng (also Kutkdrtf

>j >, j n  |

Ch* wit' a

i  m  m  n  / i  i  i 1

Chdlhwa

j-fl i  j, tJ t  f I’J |

Figure 18 (Cont'd): Changdan [Rhythmic Pattern] of Court Music Genres 
(from Howard 1988, pp. 139-40)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



118

(!«
c
00e
3
00I
00eo

JBO
00e

X
u

"55
3

S

■8

1  <3VI
8
ii

Co <:■

s
§
U

1o
U

00
£

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



119

19). Here there is no rhythmic regulation. Each note has an ample time of as long as 

five seconds. It has been said that in this kind of music, "each tone brings a feeling 

of objectivity and piety" (Hwang Byung-ki 1985:37).

Another kind of free rhythm exists in both chong'ak and minsokak. It usually 

occurs before the main section of the piece, functioning as a prelude. For example, 

in the chdng'ak repertoire, there is a tasurum section where all the players are 

playing freely to prepare for the beginning of the metrical section. Lou Harrison, 

who wrote a tasurum section in his first Korean piece in 1961, understood this 

practice, stating that "after a couple of minutes of chaos in traditional orchestral 

music, agreement among the instruments occurs, despite the lack of a written rule" 

(Chang Sa-hun 1985:266). In the orchestral or ensemble music of Korean 

traditional music, tasurum functions to control or tune the instruments and check the 

general flow (tempo) of the piece. It is in free meter and form, which thus at first 

creates a sense of disorder. However, within that irregularity, there is a governing 

rule which dictates the final concordance of tune and breathing by the careful 

listening of each musician to the other. Hwang Byung-ki (1985:40) argues that this 

is like a bridge that takes us from our mundane life to a euphoric musical world.

Tul [Structure]

The first element of Western music that Korean musicians adopted was its structure, 

believing that Korean traditional music lacked one. It was not that Korean music did 

not have structure,70 but rather, that there were so many different kinds, of such

70 Lee Hye-ku discusses difficulties in defining structures due to the amount of variance and 
the ambiguous endings (1992). Kim Yong-jin (1989) discusses the lack of research on the 
structure of chdnfong kugak which has resulted in a misunderstanding of the form and 
structure of kugak.
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diversity, that it is difficult to categorize them in any systematic way. Unlike binary 

or ternary forms, which can be used across many different genres in Western music, 

each genre in Korean traditional music has its own form and there is no crossover of 

forms between the different genres. For example, two songs that may have identical 

lyrics and belong to the same chdng'ak category do not share similar structures. 

Kagok, an art song, has its own form of five chang [sections] divided into two large 

parts by an interlude. Another song genre called shijo contains three sections 

without a break in the middle. Even if they set the same text, a kagok and a shijo 

would be differently shaped.

Another reason for the erroneous belief that traditional music lacks structure 

may be its lack of finality or cadences. This apparent lack of decisive closure in the 

music comes partly from the absence of a strong harmonic structure. In traditional 

music, emphasis is given to the horizontal aspect of music in which the melodic line 

must continue without any breaks. Different parts of the ensemble take their turns at 

different times, using the technique called yonum, to continue a long melodic line if 

the principal instrument drops out temporarily. The music, therefore, does not have 

a cadence, in the sense of Western music cadences, which involves both a melodic 

and harmonic aspect. Once a line of music begins in Korean traditional music, it 

does not pause or break unless the piece itself ends, or the text dictates the ending, as 

in the case of vocal music. There is no need for the type of resolution which 

provides finality in a drama or in a Western concert piece, since the main purpose of 

traditional music is not the achievement of dramatic effect with harmonic support I 

have not yet observed any sign indicating rest or pause in Korean traditional
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scores,71 but individual musicians do take a small break when they need to take a 

breath from playing.

Among the most frequently used tu l is a suite in which many independent 

movements are strung together, each with its own title and tempo. This type of 

structure occurs mostly in large-scale works like the representative court ensemble 

piece "Y dngsanhoesang," which consists of nine pieces altogether. In 

"Y dngsanhoesang," each movement is independent and has a different mode and 

changdan. Since they are self-contained, one or two movements can be omitted 

depending upon the circumstances of the performance. Although there is no piece 

with a truly fast tempo in aak [court music] repertoire, the pieces are ordered in a 

standard slower-to-faster order. Since the music itself is not required to provide 

finality, it often stops at the end of any piece due to time constraints. Although 

changes in the order of movements can also occur, I have not witnessed such 

changes in the performance of well-known pieces like "Ydngsanhoesang," the most 

frequently performed aak piece.72

There are also two-part and three-part forms in Korean traditional music. The 

two-part form is a pair of minyo [folk songs] in which the second part, which has a 

more elaborate melodic line, is faster than the first For example, in "Yukjabaegi" [a 

folk song], the first song is in chinyangjo ( J  =35), followed by semach'i ( J =100- 

120) of the second song (see Figure 20.1). The three-part form is often used in inner 

sections of a larger piece, for example, Karaktdri, the fourth piece in

71 A small triangle mark is used to indicate a rest in chdngganbo, but it is really more of a 
breathing point than a  rest.

72 It has become the "Beethoven's Symphony No. 5" of Korea, making it the most frequently 
performed aak piece on the concert stage in modern-day South Korea.
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1. Two-part form: "Yukjabaegi"

A A’

Chinyangjo Semach'i
J =35 J =  100-120

2. Three-part form: "Karaktdri"

I_________ I ' I________II
A A’ A"

J.= 45 throughout

3. "Hwandu [Different head]" form

I_________I________________ I
A B

I_________I________________ II
C B

Figure 20: Different structures of chdnt'ong kugak

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



123

"Y dngsanhoesang." Here all three sections share the same changdan [rhythmic 

pattern], same tempo, same mode, and similar melodic ideas, forming A-A'-A" (see 

Figure 20.2). All three sections are unified by their similar ending. There is no 

contrasting middle section with a different key and thematic materials as in the 

ternary form of Western music. A call and response technique is also used in a 

through-composed form of folk song (see Figure 21). Another important structure is 

called hwandu, literally meaning "different head." As its meaning indicates, a piece 

is divided into two large parts and each part is again split into two small sections in 

which the first sections of each part are different, while the second sections are the 

same (see Figure 203).

The four-part section, which is often associated with the four-movement 

structure of symphonic works of Western music, can be found in two of the best- 

known ensemble compositions, "Sujech'dn" and "T'aryong," the latter of which is the 

penultimate of the nine independent pieces that constitute "Y ongsanhoesang." In 

'T'aryong," the four sections are indicated in the score, though no written 

information provides the precise date for those indications. The structure of the 

piece is A-A'-A"-A"’ and is considered to have the most definable form of all the 

pieces of "Y ongsanhoesang" (Na Un-ySng 1970:337). All four sections are unified, 

as similar melodic materials are shared in each section (see Figure 22). The piece 

also features what appears to be the repetition of cadential materials emphasizing the 

ending of each section (see Figure 23).

Often considered the oldest and most elegant piece of all royal court music, 

"Sujech'Sn" also includes four sections (Cho Chae-son 1991: 111; Kim Ch'Sng-muk 

1992:55; Yi Hae-shik 1992:327). The first three sections have a recurrence of the 

same rhythmic pattern six times, in contrast to the last section where the same pattern

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



124

/

i f l r '

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Fi
gu

re
 

21
: 

An
 

Ex
am

pl
e 

of 
"C

all
 a

nd 
Re

sp
on

se
 T

yp
e"

: 
A 

Bo
at 

So
ng



125

U)

VI

o
at

s> i  t

3 :
- V 

<2
»

flu
H

00ces
00OO.Cces03
00c

30
>■

00c>o
es
b
*3
s
£
00es

NN
£
3tt>
b

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



126

mm. 25-32 of the First Section and mm. 77-84 of the Second Section:

y a t r  r-fir- iV h f P[, f i Im
mm. 102-109 of the Third Section and mm. 122-129 of the Fourth Secton:

m r .f -r
* -r -1 ■—

s p

Figure 23: Endings of Each Section of "T'aryong" in " Yongsanhoesang"

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



127

recurs only twice. Each section is identified by the same ydnum occurring in the 

taegum and sogum  parts at the end (mm. 33-39) of each section (see Appendix C-l, 

pp. 209-31). Here the p'iri, which carries the main melodic line, drops out In this 

case, ydnum, which usually functions to provide the continuity in the piece, also 

carries a structural importance signaling the ending and the beginning of the sections. 

It is noteworthy that while the two best-known traditional pieces include the four- 

movement structure, new traditional music consisting of four movements is often 

criticized as having the four movement of the symphonic tradition of the West. The 

four movements in new traditional music often use contrasting tempi and thematic 

materials, unlike those in old traditional music, and thus may look a little like the 

four separate, though related, movements found in Western symphonic music.

The above mentioned central elements of old traditional music have been 

revived in response to the public's strong desire to have a new musical culture of a 

new nation. However, they differ significantly from those that contemporary South 

Koreans had been used to enjoying in music [e.g., Western music] through most of 

their lives. Furthermore, there has been immense social change that has created a 

very different cultural environment The compelling task of inventing a new musical 

tradition for composers of modern-day South Korea, thus, has been how to put old 

wine into a new bottle.
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CHAPTER V

THE CH'ANGJAK KUGAK SYMPHONIES OF YI SONG-CH ON

Yi Song-ch'Sn is one of the most respected composers and scholars of Korean 

traditional music in modern-day South Korea. He has been a leading figure in the 

development of ch'angjak kugak, setting new goals at each turning point for others to 

follow. He has inspired many younger music specialists not only with his 

compositions but also with his essays that explore the pertinent issues of ch'angjak 

kugak. One of his most important goals from early on in his career has been to 

increase the repertoire of ch'angjak kugak (Yi Song-ch'6n 1994:93). He has 

contributed to the achievement of this goal by becoming the most prolific composer 

of traditional music in South Korea. As of September 1995, Yi S8ng-ch'8n had 

written a total of 182 newly-composed traditional pieces in various genres, ranging 

from simple dong'yo [children's song] to large-scale theater music (Yi Sang-gyu 

1995: 142).

The first modem scholar to write about the philosophy of Korean traditional 

music, in 1990, Yi Sdng-ch'on has also written numerous essays on a variety of 

subjects concerning the development of ch'angjak kugak. The topics include the 

employment of traditional material (1982), the modification of instruments (1989), 

orchestration (1992a), compositional methods (1992b), and philosophical issues

128
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(1990 and 1993). His essays provide invaluable information for understanding the 

nature of both old and new traditional Korean music. He has also devoted himself to 

the modification of traditional instruments and developed the 21-string hydn'gum.

Yi’s contribution to the field of Korean music has recently expanded to include 

an administrative post He was appointed in June of 1995 as the director of the 

Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center (KTPAQ, and is currently involved in 

various projects aimed at promoting and developing traditional Korean music, new 

as well as old. The KTPAC, as a government-sponsored institute, oversees and 

fosters various programs in traditional Korean music. His appointment has 

generated considerable excitement in the music community.

Yi Sdng-ch'on As a Composer, Theorist, and Teacher

Among traditional music composers in Korea, Yi Sdng-ch'on has been the most 

influenced by Western music (Yun Chung-gang 1988:37). His familiarity with 

Western music can be traced back to his childhood, when he listened to hymn 

singing in his father's church in the northeastern part of Korea, the Hamkyong 

Province. The Korean War separated him from his parents and brought him to South 

Korea. His parents, who had to stay behind, believed that their children would have 

a better chance for education in the South. In his teens, he lived and worked as an 

errand boy in the American army station in Seoul.

In 1955, following his parents' wishes, Yi entered the Catholic University of 

Medicine. His dream of becoming a medical doctor ended when his health failed as 

a result of working too strenuously to earn his college tuition. When he recovered 

from tuberculosis in 1961, he decided to go to music school instead. After working
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some years for a music publisher, he became acquainted with aspiring young 

musicians and learned the compositional techniques of counterpoint, harmony, and 

orchestration of European art music. By the time he received his BA. in 

composition (1965), he had already shown his talent as a composer, winning 

numerous prestigious awards in new music competitions of both yang 'ak and kugak, 

including the ones sponsored by the National Classical Music Institute in 1962 and 

1963 and by the daily newspaper Dong'a Ubo in 1964 and 1965.

Although he was a composition major in the Department of Traditional Music 

at Seoul National University, much of Yi's training was in Western compositional 

techniques and methods. His early kugak compositions were met with harsh 

criticism by his teacher (1994: 93). Unfortunately, there was little guidance in 

composing traditional Korean music. Deeply frustrated at his inability to write 

music with a cultural identity, he earnestly sought out ways to write distinctively 

Korean music, at first through self-instruction in the theory and history of traditional 

Korean music. With his own analysis of traditional court music, he gained some 

understanding of chont'ong kugak. He then entered the music theory program at 

Seoul National University and received a master's degree in 1967. Since then, he has 

carried out extensive research on various aspects of Korean music such as 

orchestration, philosophy, and aesthetics of traditional Korean music (see 

Bibligraphy).

Having suffered from the lack of any model to follow in writing new 

traditional music, he defined his role as an intermediary between past and future 

Korean music. He thoroughly analyzed traditional musical idioms and used them in 

his compositions during the 1970s and 1980s. Unlike his earlier compositions 

labeled as "non-Korean" music, his more recent works include such a mixture of
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resources and techniques from both European art and traditional Korean music that it 

is difficult to assign his music to one category or another. Since the mid-1980s, he 

has expanded his compositional boundaries beyond Korean and European art music.

From early on in his career as a traditional music composer, Yi Sdng-ch'dn 

understood the need to educate Koreans about their nearly forgotten traditional 

music. He was convinced that understanding the concept and theory of traditional 

music could enhance appreciation for the music, which would in turn make the 

music once again relevant to Korean daily life. His firm belief in the value of 

education is borne out by his involvement with the Korean Music Education 

Association and by his college teaching, which he has done since 1970. These 

educational activities have been carried out in addition to his composition of 

numerous commissioned works. His zeal for promoting the knowledge of traditional 

Korean music has shown itself in many different forms. In his educational piece, 

"Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" (1974), Yi S8ng-ch'on 

introduced traditional Korean instruments in various sound groups and provided 

commentaries on their timbres and mechanics.

In addition to numerous scholarly writings on traditional music, he also wrote 

an introductory book on traditional Korean music, Introduction to Kugak: Easy to 

Understand Version, in 1995. Unlike other books on the subject of kugak, which 

have penchant for describing the details of the music and are overgrown with 

unfamiliar musical terms and jargon, his book provides concise and succinct 

information that can be easily understood by the reader who does not have any 

previous knowledge of Korean music. His penchant for using well-known children's 

folk songs in his compositions can also be seen as a reflection of his effort to reach a 

large audience. Although various types of music are still associated with different
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social strata in South Korea, the gap between elite music and folk music is 

diminished considerably in his compositions.

The Musical Language o f Yi Song-ch'on: Simplicity

Yi Song-ch'on strongly believes that a composition should be simple and easy for 

the listener to understand (1994:93-5). Quoting a phrase from AkJd [The Book of 

Music] compiled in the second century A.D., Yi S5ng-ch'5n objects to the use of 

complicated musical language in Korean contemporary music. The whole original 

passage reads as follows:

Music stems from the center of the emotions and behavior stems from 
outside the center of the heart When music comes from the center of 
the emotions, it is serene. Behavior that comes from outside the center 
of the heart results in variable and unreliable behavior. Great music 
should, therefore, be simple and great ceremony must be simple too.
(Hahn Man-yong 1985: 24-5)73

Yi Song-ch'on believes that music can be artistically superior and at the same time 

easy to understand. He calls for an economic use of tones to express one’s feeling. 

Music that comes from one's heart must be regulated by one's mind; in this way it 

can be presented in a pre-planned structure of the composer's design (Yi S6ng-ch'6n 

1994: 94).

Yi Song-ch'on's ideas concerning the function of music coincide with the 

traditional Korean view, especially as regards elite music, that the purpose of music

73 The Book of Music is the translation of Chinese musical treatise called Yue-ji. It has been 
an important treatise for the understanding of the elite music of kugak. Here I provided the 
paragraph from which Yi Sdng-ch'dn took the sentence. The translated quotation came 
from Hahn Man-y6ng's essay, "The Origin of Korean Music" (1985:24-5).
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is to harmonize one's mind/thought. This is not to say that he opposes the emotive 

forms of music. In fact, he does incorporate musical elements from folk music, a 

tradition which has been categorized as expressive music. He firmly believes that 

music has the power to affect one's mind. Thus, in order to balance the current 

bustling soundscape of modem life, in which extremely loud, complex sounds seem 

omnipresent, we need simple yet powerful music that can regulate the mind. Most of 

his works have a clear structure, identifiable musical ideas, and a highly transparent 

method of developing musical materials. little is over-stated in his music. Large 

members of instruments are avoided and each instrument is used with careful 

consideration of its timbre.

He also believes in communication with the mass public through his 

compositions. He denounces music that disregards the audience. There are 

compositions in the modem Western music tradition that use dodecaphony and thus 

cannot be understood by the general populace in contemporary South Korea. His 

determination to relate to the audience is reflected in his frequent use of familiar folk 

tunes and genres as well as in the simple musical language of his compositions. His 

music is different from the old traditional music in terms of its well organized 

structure, and simple and succinct musical ideas are systematically used to create 

textural as well as tumbrel contrast New instruments are brought in for varied 

expression. The incremental use of independent lines also brings a new type of 

excitement to the piece. Yi Song-ch'on is the type of composer who expects his 

music to come alive in performance through the spontaneous occurrences of 

sigimsae [ornamentation] as in the old days of Korean traditional music 

performances. He does not write down those “living tones,” as they are called, in his 

score. Rather, he allows the performers room to improvise. He develops a new
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kugak by employing new techniques and ideas, while at the same time maintaining 

the central elements and aesthetic philosophy of chdnt'ong kugak as his inspiration.

Yi Sdng-ch'dn, as he explains, wants to be known as a composer who tries to 

provide a musical bridge from past to future (1994:93-4).

Orchestral Works of Yi Song-ch'on

Some fourteen orchestral works of Yi Song-ch'on are known to the general public 

(Table l).74 The non-chronological titles of his works show that Yi SSng-ch'Qn has a 

pre-designed plan for his entire symphonic output He composed his fourth symphony, 

"The Four Saints," in 1988, two years after the completion of his fifth symphony. As he 

gained understanding of the symphonic music of the European art music tradition, he 

also composed a ninth symphony with a chorus in 1986, well before his eighth 

symphony in 1995. While he seems to follow the practices of Western music in his 

orchestral compositions, bis consistent use of descriptive titles is in accordance with the 

conventions for orchestral works in the kugak tradition.

The fact that Yi Song-ch'6n is saving the seventh symphony for his last reveals 

that his composition is deeply affected by Korean culture. The number seven is 

considered the luckiest number by Koreans and he plans to write the seventh as his 

last symphonic work. As his total symphonic works indicate his profound 

understanding of Western orchestral works of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, he indeed advocates and practices balanced training in both traditions:

74 According to his personal list of compositions, he has composed twenty orchestral works. 
For my dissertation, I have included the fourteen of them that have been performed and are 
known to the public.
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Table 1. Orchestral Works of Yi S6ng-ch'on.

Title Date of
composition/
premiere

Source of 
commission

Performance venue

Symphony#! 1963

Symphony #2 1963

Symphony #3 1963;
Nov. 1985 (rev.)

Yong-nam
University

The 5th Traditional 
Music Concert

Young Person's Guide 
to the Traditional Orchestra

1974;
1985 (1st rev.); 
1987 (2nd rev.)

Pusan Municipal 
Traditional Orchestra

regular concert

Symphonic Poem 
My Country I
( Country o f Morning Calm)

1967/1981 Seoul Municipal 
Traditional Orchestra

regular concert

Symphonic Poem 
My Country II 
( Under the Mountain)

1983 National Classical 
Music Institute

The 18th New 
Traditional Music 
Concert

Symphonic Poem 1984 
My Country III
(A Hymn o f Praise for Koreans)

National Classical 
Music Institute

The 22nd New 
Traditional Music 
Concert

Symphony #5 
(Prelude to Taryongj

16 Feb. 1986 Korean Broadcasting 
System FM Radio

The 13th
Anniversary
Concert

Symphony #9 (Chorus) 
(Hunminjong'um)

21 April 1986 Pusan Municipal 
Traditional Orchestra

regular concert

Symphony #4 
(Four Saints)

1988 Korean Traditional 
Performing Arts 
Center

Celebration for 
New Concert Hall

Symphony #10 
(We are the World)

27 July 1988 Korean Traditional 
Performing Arts 
Center

The 31st New 
Traditional Music 
Concert

Symphony #6 
(Variations on Pohoja)

18 July 1992 Traditional Music 
High School

Celebration for 
Moving to New 
Location
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Table 1 (Cont'd). Orchestral Works of Yi Song-ch'Sn.

Title Date of
composition/
premiere

Source of 
commission

Performance venue

Symphony #11 
(Twenty Years of Ch'ugye)

17 Sept 1994 Ch'ugye University Establishment of 
Traditional Music 
Department

Symphony #8 (Overture)
(Harmony of Yin and Yang)

6 May 1995 National Theater Establishment of 
New Traditional 
Orchestra

A composer is a specialist who cannot have limitations in his 
capabilities as a creator of music. If one is able to write a piece for 
kayagum, then he also should be able to write for violin, or vice versa. 
Therefore, a composer who can write for traditional orchestra should 
also be able to write for Western orchestra. If not, he is only a half 
composer and specialist (Yi S5ng-ch'on 1994: 95).

His symphonic works are divided into three periods. The firs, the formative 

period comprises his first three symphonies composed in the early 1960s. His 

compositions of this period display much influence from Western classical music. 

There is about ten-year gap before his next orchestral work in 1974. During this 

time, he wrote mostly smaller-scale compositions, including many solo works for 

kayagum. His representative solo works, "The Playground" (1966) and "A Story for 

the Forest" (1967), both suites for kayagum, were produced at this time. According 

to his personal list of compositions, he also composed one more piece during this 

time, the first of the “Symphonic Poems of My Country” series, which was finished
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in 1967, but not premiered until 1981. The reason that he distanced himself from 

writing large-scale works at the time may have been the result of the difficulties and 

frustration that he experienced with his first three symphonies, difficulties which 

eventually led him to return to school to study the theory of kugak.75

His "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" of 1974 is a pivotal 

piece in which he employs musical idioms from the folk tradition, in contrast to the 

Western style and structure of his previous works. Most of his symphonic works in 

the 1980s (Nos. 5 to 9), as the tides indicate (see Table 1), exhibit the composer’s 

adherence to Korean traditional materials. Yet with those traditional elements as the 

foundation, Yi Song-ch'on transforms the pieces into a new type of traditional music 

which has discernible structures and transparent textures. "The harsh criticism of my 

earlier works as music with no nationality nearly destroyed my compositional career, 

but instead, actually became a turning point in my compositional direction," he says 

in his essay "My Opinion on the Composition of New Traditional Music" (1994:93). 

After years of struggling, he finally found resources and inspiration in chont'ong 

kugak and invented a new tradition to continue the old tradition of Korean music. 

Pieces from the 1980s show how he transformed chSnt'ong kugak into a new 

traditional music.

The great surge of new Korean music that used traditional materials and 

national subjects marks the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s as the period of the 

emergence of national music. However, Yi Song-ch'5n does not wish to associate 

himself with the national movement which swept through all of South Korea at that

75 A few works from the 1970s show up in his personal list but none of them have been 
premiered. They were not included in my analysis because I could not locate the scores or 
any information about the pieces.
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time. Rather, he defines the role of his music as a bridge from the chdnt'ong kugak 

tradition, filling the gap left behind by a half century of discontinuity in the history 

of Korean traditional music.

Yi Song-ch’on’s works from the late 1980s show different approaches. His 

voice changed dramatically as he called for a reconciliation with Western art music 

(Yi Song-ch'on 1992b: 292). After having composed new traditional music based on 

old traditional Korean music for over a decade, Yi Song-ch'on began calling for 

peace with Western music, admitting the reality of modem South Korea, which has 

been immensely influenced by the West The elements of the old traditional music 

are still the foundation but his music from this period displays a new artistic freedom 

in terms of the development and formulation of musical ideas in order to provide 

coherence to his pieces. He no longer seems to confine himself to any specific style 

or tradition. He brings a variety of idioms and techniques to his compositions, and 

diffuses them in his music so that his pieces can no longer be identified as one style 

or another. They have become the music of his own philosophy and style.

Compositions during the Formative Period of the 1960s

Compositions from the 1960s, written while Yi S5ng-ch'on was a composition 

student at Seoul National University, are not very well-known. The first three 

symphonies in the 1960s exhibit a great deal of Western musical influence. I will 

take as an example the composer's first symphony, called "Symphony for Taegum, 

P'iri, and Kayagum." It was composed in April 1963 for the Ch'angjak Kugak 

Competition sponsored by National Classical Music Institute. The title page bears 

the information on the date of composition and instrumentation in both the Korean

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



139

and English languages,76 including his name and the title of the piece. Except for the 

names of the instruments, every element is written down in the manner of Western 

symphonic scores, including expression and dynamic markings in Italian, reflecting 

his familiarity with Western orchestral practice.

There are also some features derived from chdnt'ong kugak. The piece opens 

with a free, slow tasurum section (marked Adagio tranquillo), in which three wind 

instruments, p'iri, taegum, and sogitm [flute] play long, intertwined lines attuned to 

and feeling out one another. The timbre of the orchestra is unmistakably that of 

chdnt'ong kugak with the presence of taegum, p'iri, tangchdk [flute] as solo groups, 

and sogum, p'iri, taegum, kayagum, kdmungo, ajaeng, changgo, andpuk as tutti. The 

composer employs the traditional Korean modes The piece ends quietly and slowly 

with greatly reduced instrumentation, unlike the "triumphant" or "vigorous" finale 

movements of the Western symphony. Western harmony is avoided through the use 

of many doublings at the octave and through the contrapuntal treatment of musical 

lines.

Nonetheless, there remain numerous salient characteristics of the Western 

symphonic tradition. The piece is in three movements with a contrasting middle 

movement While the p'yong mode is used in the two outer movements, the middle 

section is in kyemydn mode. In the fast Allegro moderato movement, the sonata- 

allegro form with cadenza is used. Here, two different musical ideas in contrasting 

timbres are presented in succession, and emphasis is on the melodic ideas rather than 

harmonic opposition (see Appendix C-3, pp. 246 and 249). The first idea is stated by

76 A zeal for learning new languages and world history triggered by kaehwa sasang 
[enlightenment movement] was resurrected after the liberation from Japan and the learning 
of English as well as Western ideas and values was taken as an indication of one's high 
intellect.
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p'iri and sogum (p. 246). The second idea, stemming from the latter part of the first 

idea, is now played by taegum, which is reinforced by sogum (p. 249). The strings 

and percussion instruments, who do not carry the melody, display increased rhythmic 

activity, and provide the transitional section between the two ideas. It is clearly a 

sonata-style movement, with a cadenza at the end, in keeping with the style in which 

the cover page is written.77 Here he also uses canon in his last movement (pp. 272 

and 275), demonstrating his knowledge of Baroque music.

In addition, he enlarges the orchestral sound by adding three more instrumental 

parts as a solo group, imitating the tradition of the Baroque concerto grosso. The 

increase in the volume of the traditional orchestra was a serious issue at that time 

(which resulted in the establishment of the "Committee on the Improvement of 

Traditional Instruments at National Classical Music Institute" in 1964). His finely 

written expressive and dynamic markings in Italian clearly indicate his 

understanding of Western music. With its contrasting middle movement, this piece 

indeed resembles many eighteenth-century European orchestral compositions .

The above characteristics earned for Yi S6ng-ch'6n a reputation as a composer 

greatly influenced by the form and the compositional techniques of Western classical 

music (Yun Chung-gang 1988:37). Such a reputation is not necessarily perceived as 

negative among kugak composers. Although their main goal is to write new 

traditional music with a national identity, their desire to learn Western music and its 

compositional technique in order to come up with new ideas has been consistent Yi

77 The manuscripts of ail his orchestral works and recordings of their first performances 
were provided to me by Yi SOng-ch'On.
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S8ng-ch’5n demonstrated his desire78 to integrate the two traditions, the common 

goal for the newly-composed traditional music in the 1960s, in his careful use of 

Korean traditional materials. After all, this was his first attempt at writing a Korean 

traditional orchestral piece. One of the early symphonies, No. 3, was revised in 

November of 1985. The most notable change in this revision was the absence of 

Italian and English words from his manuscript with the exception of a few dynamic 

symbols. In fact, most performance directions were changed into Korean, reflecting 

his self-conscious examination of the past

Overture to the New Traditional Music

"Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" (1974) is a significant piece for 

Yi S6ng-ch'6n himself as well as for the development of ch'angjak kugak in general. 

It marks a personal turning point in his compositional career. In its employment of 

folk music idioms, this piece serves as overture to many of his orchestral pieces 

reflecting nationalist sentiments in the 1980s. His desire to raise the awareness of 

kugak is well reflected in the preface to the work: "This piece is composed to 

introduce Korean traditional instruments to the first-time listener" (Yi Song-ch'6n 

1974: 2). By then, he no longer felt a great need to employ Western forms and 

techniques to "modernize" traditional music. On the contrary, he drew his idioms 

from traditional music, as shown in his compositions from this point on. This was 

the result of many years of struggling to compose music with a Korean identity,

78 He recalled during my interview the frustration he had when he began composing new 
traditional music. He said, "I simply did not know how, so I had to experiment with different 
ways." No instruction was available on how to write ch'angjak kugak.
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which in 1967 actually forced him to return to school to study the theory of kugak 

under Professor Lee Hye-kyu at Seoul National University.

In the first half of the "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" (see 

Appendix C-4,283-318), Yi Song-ch'dn first shows three different ways to 

categorize Korean traditional instruments: (1) according to the eight construction 

materials; (2) following the origin of the instruments (e.g., native vs. Chinese); and 

(3) corresponding to different sounding groups as in the Western system. By using 

the theme and variation form, three different instrumental groups in the order of 

wind, string, and percussion, are then introduced playing a theme based on a well- 

known children's folk song called "Saeya, Saeya" [Birdie, Birdie] (see Figure 24).

An ensemble employing all three groups follows. Concise information on each 

instrument is given at the end of the first half of the piece along with a physical 

description with each instrument playing briefly to demonstrate its unique timbre.

In the ensuing part (p. 295, no. 26 of the piece in Appendix C-4), introduced by 

changgo, four different types of changdan [rhythmic pattern] are presented with 

different instrumentation, representing the different genres of traditional music 

ranging from pydngju [duet] (p. 296, no. 28) to saeak [chamber music] (p. 296, no 

29), to samhydnyukgak [the standard instrumentation of three strings and six winds 

and percussion] (p. 296, no. 30). The form sanjo19 is used as a rhythmic pattern 

develops from slow to fast during this section (from p. 295, no. 27 to the first bar of 

p. 305).

79 Sanjo is a solo instrumental form developed in the fate nineteenth century, presumably 
from p'ansori and shinawi (Hahn Man-y6ng 1985:23). The main characteristic of sanjo is to 
carry the audience to the climactic point as the soloist builds from a slow tempo to a very fast 
tempo.
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Shinawi,80 the only instrumental genre of folk music, appears in the culmination of 

the free employment of the theme, "Saeya Saeya," in improvisational style (the 

second bar of p. 305 to the end of p. 317). After the elevated excitement of shinawi, 

the second half of the piece, representing the traditional forms and genres, ends with 

a slow and quiet performance with greatly reduced instrumentation (p. 318), typical 

of many other orchestral pieces by Yi S5ng-ch'5n.

This well-known piece81 also marks a new beginning in the development of 

kugak. One of the primary goals for ch'angjak kugak performers until the mid-1970s 

was simply to increase the repertoire. Now, in light of the ever-increasing repertoire, 

a new goal has been set to regain kugak's place in Korean daily life. Quality as well 

as quantity of the repertoire of ch'angjak kugak became important and educating a 

public who did not know how to appreciate kugak became a crucial issue. It was 

believed that the lack of enthusiasm for kugak was due to the lack of knowledge 

about the music itself. With this simple yet elegant piece, Yi Song-ch'on 

successfully educated the public about the basic yet most important elements of 

kugak.

"Y oung Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" is often compared with 

Benjamin Britten's orchestral piece of 1946, which bears a sim ilar title. They are 

very similar in several respects: (1) the use of a well-known song of national origin, 

(2) two-part form that begins with theme and variations, and (3) a shared goal of

80 Shinawi, an ensemble consisting of pin, haegOm, changgo, puk and ching, was originally 
a genre that accompanied a shaman dance. It is known for its spontaneous performances in 
which each performer excels in technique and melodic interest

81 There are not many orchestral pieces of ch'angjak kugak that have been recorded on 
CD. "Young Person’s Guide to the Traditional Orchestra," which has been available only on 
audiotape, was finally produced on CD in 1995 with the performance by the traditional 
orchestra of the Korean Broadcasting System.
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introducing instruments in order to educate the audience about them. Just as Britten 

used a famous tune from a composition by the British composer Henry Purcell, Yi 

Sdng-ch'on borrowed a well-known folk song as his theme. The design of the two- 

part form is similar: the same theme and variation forms for the first part and the 

second part displaying a form which represents its own culture, Britten with a fugue, 

Yi with sanjo and shinawi.

There are so many similarities that there is no question in my mind that 

Britten's work inspired Yi Sdng-ch'dn to compose his. Although Britten's work 

eventually became the piece most commonly used to introduce Western 

instrumentation worldwide, the impact that each composition had in its own society 

at the time differed significantly. When Britten's work was composed in 1946, it was 

not intended for the entire community of British people but for an instructional film. 

Yi's work, on the other hand, was a statement directed toward the entire community 

of modem South Koreans who had ignored their own music for many decades. The 

message was that—yes, we do have our own music with our own instruments just as 

the West has its own, and the only thing we need to do is to learn to appreciate it. It 

certainly inspired many composers to write new traditional music with musical 

materials from the old tradition as their foundation. It was this kind of statement 

that Yi Sdng-ch'dn was making to the public through his music. IBs intention can 

be clearly seen in his deliberate choice of folk idioms, rather than ones from elite 

music, as folk music has an association with common Korean people. The use of 

folk songs is often associated with a proclamation of cultural identity. Cecil Sharp, 

the nineteenth-century song collector, draws the distinction between folk and so- 

called "art" music:
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Art-music is the work of the individual, it is composed in, 
comparatively speaking, a short period of time and being committed to 
paper it is for ever fixed in one unalterable form. Folk-music is the 
product of a race and reflects feelings and tastes that are communal 

rather than personal; it is always in solution; its creation is never 
completed, while at every moment of its history it exists not in one form 
but in many (quoted in Ralph Vaughan Williams 1987:32).

With the use of folk materials, it appears that Yi S6ng-ch'5n finally found a 

solution to the problem of the invention of a new traditional music. The special 

qualities inherent in the folk music tradition enabled him to realize his compositional 

goal of filling the gap between the past and the future. His use of musical idioms 

that are closely related to Korean culture marks a significant change that would be 

reflected in many of his compositions of the 1980s. His music restored the 

relationship between traditional music and the people of modern-day South Korea by 

providing a shared communal history, because, to borrow an expression from 

Clifford Geertz (1984:119), "[the music] and the equipment to grasp it are made in 

the same shop."

Works From the Mid-1970s to Mid-1980s

Symphonic works which emerged in this period display cultural themes that 

coincided with the rise of nationalism in South Korea in the late 1970s. Yi Song- 

ch’on wrote three symphonic poems with national subjects: "My Country I-Country 

of Morning Calm" in 1981, "My Country H-Under the Mountain" in 1983, and "My 

Country III-A Hymn of Praise for Koreans" in 1985. The Symphony No. 9 of 1986 

has a descriptive title,"Hunminjong'um" [Korean language]. One of his most
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popular symphonies, No. 5, is in the form of t'aryong and is based on the theme of 

T'aryong in "Y Sngsanhoesang".

National music may be best described as the musical embodiment of a nation's 

spirit, something that usually emerges in response to a foreign threat or in times of 

intense national pride (Grame 1971: 240). An increased sense of nationalism in 

response to foreign threats, cultural threats in particular, is responsible in part for the 

emergence of ch'angjak kugak in the 1960s. When ch'angjak kugak finally surfaced 

in the late 1970s, due to the rise of national pride following unprecedented economic 

development, its impact on kugak composers was not as great as that on yang'ak 

composers. Kugak composers already had the spirit of nationalism from earlier on 

(Yi Song-ch'6n 1995, personal communication). Therefore, while much of his 

music reflects the prevailing nationalistic spirit, Yi Song-ch'on does not consider his 

compositions of the late 1970s and early 1980s to be the direct impact of the rise of 

nationalism in the nation.82 He believes that his music is simply a part of the process 

of connecting the tradition of the past to the future by employing Korean musical 

languages. He practices "chung'yong [regulation]" in creating a new tradition. One 

must not be too inclined toward any particular direction. Yi S£>ng-ch'6n (1992b: 292) 

insists that composers should no longer concern themselves either with maintaining 

the orthodoxy of chdnt'ong kugak or with blindly following the western way.

During this middle period of his compositional career, Yi S6ng-ch'on used two 

different methods to compose new traditional music with a cultural identity. The 

first was to employ folk songs, which can be found in all three of his symphonic 

poems. The second method was the use of the compositional process called

82 At one of my earlier meetings with him in March of 1995, he asserted that his music had 
no relation to the nationalism movement in South Korea.
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formation' using traditional forms such as Tarydng of "Y Sngsanhoesang" found in 

Symphony No. 5. The three symphonic poems entitled "My Country" depict the 

history of Korea from mythical to modem times. In the first symphonic poem 

subtitled "Country of Morning Calm,” the birth of the nation is depicted in music. 

The suffering of the Koreans caused by the invasion of outside forces is told in the 

second one, "Under the Mountain." In the final poem, "A Hymn of Praise for 

Koreans," the nation's independence and pride in the time of prosperity is sung to a 

theme based on the Korean national anthem, "Aegukka."

All three symphonic poems share the same structure and a similar use of 

musical ideas. Each symphony is divided into three sections following the division 

in their stories. As they all portray the history of the nation, well-known folk songs 

are employed as themes. The first tone poem, which depicts the legendary time of 

Korea, features the same well-known children's folk song "Saeya Saeya," as "The 

Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra." "Hahngangsu T'aryQng," a folk 

song of the Hahn river, is used in the second work to describe the life of the Hahn 

people. In the last symphonic poem as noted above, the national anthem is chosen to 

celebrate the independence and affluence of the nation. In the following section, I 

will discuss the incorporation of folk songs by using the first symphonic poem, "My 

Country I-Country of Morning Calm," as a representative example of all three 

symphonic poems. In South Korea, each professional orchestra has its own private 

copies of composers' orchestral works. Although there has been a great demand to 

publish some of the frequently performed pieces, most of them still exist only in 

private manuscript copies. Only a few pieces have been published so far. This piece 

is one of the few. I will then discuss his "Symphony No. 5-Prelude to Tarydng" to 

illustrate his hydngsdng [formation] method of composition.
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"My Country I-Country of Morning Calm "

Although this piece was written in 1981 for the Seoul Municipal Traditional 

Orchestra, the date of its conception dates from June of 1967, according to the 

composer’s personal record. As reflected in the title, he had already planned the 

piece to be part of a series of compositions. The nation's history up to the beginning 

of the Yi dynasty (the late fourteenth century A.D.) is told in three different stages. 

In the first part (mm. 1-102) (see Appendix C-5, pp. 322-35), the mythical origin of 

the nation is told with the aid of the folk song "Saeya Saeya" (see Figure 24). The 

pounding of a big drum in the second part tells of the dawn of the nation, Korea 

(mm. 102-4, pp. 335-36). C h 'uk^  also used in the rites of Confucianism and in 

Royal Ancestors worship, enters in m. 100, signifying the birth of the nation. The 

pak, which normally signals the beginning of an ensemble piece in the chong'ak 

tradition, also appears. As the big drum enters with increased rhythmic activity at 

the end of m. 180 in the last part, the world of shamanism (mm. 181-243, pp. 346- 

57)84 is depicted in fast chajinmori changdan with complex rhythmic variation, 

reflecting the instrumental shaman music, shinawi. After the slow tempo returns 

toward the end (m. 244, p. 357), the original tune of the first part re-appears with

83 The ch'uk comprises a trapeziform box smaller at the base (44cm square) than the top 
(55cm square) painted green with typical motifs of clouds and mountains. It is mounted on a 
wooden stand. A thick stick inserted through a central hole is struck against the base of the 
box three times to produce a heavy percussive pattern after the pak signals the start of a 
piece (Howard 1988:38)."

84 Shamanism is the oldest belief system in Korea Most of the shamans of ancient times 
were believed to be the rulers of the nation. Tan'gun, the founder of the nation (2333 B.C), 
for example, has been regarded as a shaman since he performed the ritual ceremony to 
heaven (Hahn Man-y6ng 1985:27).
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greatly reduced instrumentation. The end of the piece is marked by the conventional 

use of 3,85 another instrument which is featured in the Rite of Royal Ancestors.

The first part (mm. 1-102) can be divided into two sections with an 

introduction (mm. 1-18) and codetta (mm. 85-99) (see Figure 25 for the structure). 

The introduction prepares the whole with incremental increases in sound as the 

instruments enter one by one, starting with the big drum. When all four instruments— 

ajaeng, taegum, ch'uk, and the drum-are joined, the famous folk song enters, played 

by the tanso [small Korean flute] at m. 19. The entire folk song is played twice in 

the first section (mm. 19-63, pp. 323-30). However, the second half of the tune, in 

its second appearance (m. 43, p. 326), is contrapuntally treated in close imitation by 

two contrasting timbres, taegum [transverse flute] and p 'ir i [bamboo oboe] beginning  

one bar before the yanggum [dulcimer], haegum [two-string fiddle], and kdmungo 

[six-string zither]. Yi's contrapuntal treatment of the melodic ideas and close 

imitation between the two contrasting timbres can be easily found in many of his 

other compositions. The sudden presence of triplets in the free development passage 

of the tune (mm. 48 -62, pp. 327-30) anticipates the entrance of the triplets in the 

shinawi, the last part (mm. 186-243, pp. 347-57) of the piece. Such provision for 

unity between sections has been Yi's trademark and is often considered a sign of his 

Western music background since this types of architectural operation absent in most 

traditional Korean music.

Unusual features of the instrumental writing in this part include the wide leaps 

and the short chromatic progression in the kayagum part (mm. 35-47, mm. 64-85,

85 The 6 resembles a  wooden tiger and reclines on a wooden stand. It is about 100cm long 
and 40cm high and has a  prescribed twenty-seven notches along its backbone. A bamboo 
stick, split at its end into a  brush, signals the end of a piece when it is dragged down the 
backbone three times" (Howard 1988:38).
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see Figure 26). Also, the oscillation in the ajaeng part (mm. 43-51) between two 

notes a major second apart represents a new approach not found in traditional 

performance. At the end of the piece, an unconventional use of the o, with the brush 

dragged down the neck of the wooden tiger in a different rhythm (as opposed to the 

more conventional way of dragging it down the backbone three times) reflects the 

composer's search for a new way of writing for traditional instruments. The 

rhythmic pattern, dictated by the nature of the melody (which is divided into duple 

and triple meter), creates the irregular pattern in the second part which is often found 

in folk music.

The second section of the first part (mm. 64-84, pp. 330-34, cf. Fig. 25) 

employs a different tune in faster tempo. This section is contrasted with the first 

section by the presence of the dotted rhythmic pattern of chungmori changdan (see 

Figure 17 for the rhythmic pattern) and the simultaneous playing of all the 

instrumental parts, as opposed to the irregular pattern of the duple and triple meter 

and the contrapuntal treatment of the first section. The first part ends slowly and 

quiedy, as the tanso of the opening returns to play the tune of "Saeya Saeya" one 

more time. The mythical time of ancient Korea is described by the famous folk song 

of yet unknown origin.

The second part (mm. 103-80, pp. 335-46), as its instrumentation with 

p'ydnjong and p'ydn'gydng indicates, exhibits the characteristics of Confucian ritual 

music, including the use of ch'uk and 6. It consists of a prelude and two sections. 

The first section (mm. 104-50, pp. 336-43) is preceded by a free rhythmic section, a 

sogum solo resembling the nonmetricfosMrtfm of chdng'ak repertoire. The big drum 

enters (m. 103), symbolizing the beginning of the nation, and a new melodic line in 

p'yong mode appears, creating a new atmosphere. Now the music is in steady triple
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meter, which is similar to the Tarydng form of "Ydngsanhoesang." The composer's 

penchant for creating a melodic line with two fragments that are closely related to 

each other is apparent Here, the second part is the retrograde form of its first half 

(mm. 104-50). In this part, the kayagum also demonstrates some unusual 

techniques: staccato repeated notes (mm. 134—38, p. 340) and tone clusters (m. 140, 

p. 341). The second section of the second part features a taegum solo at m. 151 (p. 

343). At this slower tempo, the sigimsae of taegum is well projected in its 

melancholy kyemydn mode.

The third part (mm. 181—254, pp. 346-58) of this piece displays many 

characteristics of shaman music. The duple meter,86 which can only be found in 

shaman music, occurs. Yi also employs the spontaneous interaction among the 

instruments, which is expected in the shaman ritual instrumental music. Each 

instrument communicates with its own similar melodic line and generates much hung 

[enthusiasm]. The chajinmori rhythmic cycle, which usually marks the high- 

emotion part in folk and shaman performance is also employed here. The constant 

variation of the drum patterns against other instrumental groups generates 

complicated cross-rhythms, as in mm. 198-201 (pp. 349-50). While there is a limit 

to the ability to write down such spontaneous interaction among different players in 

the score, the diverse rhythmic and melodic lines in this part show much more 

flexibility in dealing with different elements, especially rhythm, compared to the 

previous two parts. All in all, the rhythmic syncopation, with its fast tempo, 

generates a great deal of excitement in this part and resembles shinawi of shaman 

music.

86 Most Korean traditional music is in triple meter as opposed to the duple meters of China 
and Japan.
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As the piece describes the history of Korea up to the early Yi dynasty of the 

late fourteenth century A.D., Korean traditional music of three different types is 

introduced. The first part symbolizes folk music with the use of a "Saeya Saeya" and 

use of the chungmori rhythmic pattern of folk music. The second part represents the 

tradition of chdng'ak with its typical instrumentation, slow tempo, and the tasurum- 

like section in the beginning. The last part reflects instrumental shaman music with 

its unusual duple meter and an increased variety of rhythmic patterns. Nonetheless, 

he unifies the piece as a whole by re-introducing the main tune, "Saeya Saeya," at the 

end of each part (see Figure 25 for the structure).

Forward-looking features of his compositional technique can be found in 

"Country of Morning Calm." Yi Song-ch'5n created his own music with a penchant 

towards a close relationship between the two halves of a melodic line (see Figure 

27). The unusual demands placed on the kayagum and ajaeng show his constant 

search for new techniques in instrumental writing. The close imitation between 

melodic lines due to the contrapuntal treatment of the musical ideas is also his 

trademark in composing new music. The avoidance of harmony by using the fourth 

and the interval of the major second as opposed to the unison nature of old traditional 

music, as well as his adroit architectural planning of the piece, are all new to 

traditional composition. By integrating many different musical materials from both 

cultures while keeping traditional Korean music as the foundation, I think that he did 

indeed create a new traditional music.
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"Symphony No. 5 (Prelude to Tarydng )"

The title of Yi's fifth symphony, which was originally called "Prelude to Tarydng" 

in 1986, has since then been changed to "Variations on Tarydng” As its new name 

suggests, the symphony can be considered a variation based on the Tarydng of 

"Y Qngsanhoesang." The piece is divided into three parts: the first part (mm. 1-187); 

the second part (mm. 188-308); and the last part (mm. 309-450). The original 

Tarydng consists of four different sections (see Figure 22). The first and second 

sections of the original appear in the first part of "Symphony No. 5," while those 

from the third and fourth sections become the basis for the second part of the 

symphony. The last part is like a variation of the first part, with an unmistakable 

return in the last section of materials similar to those of part one (see Figure 28 for 

the diagram of the piece). Therefore, the form of the piece can be considered A-B- 

A'.

The piece is like a melodic variation on t'aryong, with the melodic ideas 

borrowed from the original piece. The entire melodic lines return and unfold as in 

"Y dngsanhoesang" (see Figure 28). Differences occur, however, in the treatment of 

each melodic line and the ensuing free contrapuntal section, following immediately 

after the statement of the original (see the X marks in the diagram of Figure 28). I 

believe that Yi Song-ch'on tried to follow the traditional way of creating music, i.e., 

hydngsdng [formation], inventing his own music from pre-existing material rather 

than from all new material. The original Tarydng is known for its thick texture, 

which hinders the audience from hearing the individual timbres of instruments. Yi 

Sdng-ch'on made the piece more attractive to modem listeners by thinning out the 

texture and also providing structure with the introduction and the coda at the end.
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I shall now discuss the approaches of the composer by examining the musical 

process in the first part of the composition (see Appendix C-6). The first part (mm. 

1-187, pp. 360-78) uses the melodic ideas from the first two sections of the original 

t'aryong. The tempo increases from j  = 80 to j  =96, and ends with J  =110. The 

mid-point of this first half is in m. 79, where the second melodic line from the 

original t'arydng emerges. The first part opens with the slow introduction employing 

the head motif of the main melodic line, which is characterized by a minor third up 

and a perfect fourth down in the strings, kayagum and kdmungo. The wind 

instruments, p'iri, taegum, and haegum, follow immediately with a similar motif, 

functioning as a bridge or yonum. A solo by haegum in mm. 16-22 (pp. 361-62) 

with yet another similar melodic idea prepares the entrance of the main part at m. 23 

(p. 362). It is clear that the slow entrance, with its various timbres, functions as a 

prelude to provide structure to the piece. Finally, the melodic line derived from the 

Tarydng o f " Y dngsanhoesang" arrives, but it is now carried by a duet performance 

of tanso and yang gum, which are considered to have two of the most beautiful tone 

colors 87 among Korean instruments, replacing the changgo, kayagum, tanso and 

taegum. Here, the much reduced instrumental ensemble and free flowing line devoid 

of percussion certainly provide a contrasting atmosphere. Rather than creating the 

typical simultaneous overlapping of different timbres creating one mass of sound, Yi 

Song-ch'on prefers to highlight the individual timbres of instruments through free 

counterpoint as shown above.

After the simple yet captivating opening, the rest of the instruments join in. 

Then, the original tempo of Tarydng, j  = 96, returns at m. 55 (p. 365). From then

87 In his piece "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" Yi S6ng-ch'6n first used 
the combination of tanso and yanggQm. He feels that they sound simple yet profoundly 
beautiful.
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on, Yi's trademark of free contrapuntal treatment of melodic fragments appears 

against a hemiola effect in the string part (mm. 55-68, pp. 365-66). In the 

beginning, the tanso plays the melodic fragment against the other line of an 

augmented, varied line of kayagum, then changgo, kdmungo, haegum, andp'iri 

follow one by one. Kayagum and kdmungo from the string group, each proceeding 

also with close imitation, add further interest to the piece. As all the instruments 

enter, they play the repetition of the head motif at m. 69. A solo by taegum (m. 79, 

p. 367) then prepares the entrance of the second section of the t'arydng. The total 

length of the 32 bar first section found in the original Tarydng is thus extended to 

79 bars with a slower introduction. In comparison with the original Tarydng, Yi has 

expanded instrumental forces by adding one more melodic instrument, sogUm, and 

ajaeng from the string group, and puk from the percussion group. Then he uses them 

individually to create diverse textures and tone colors, and also to change the 

dynamics. In this way, he creates completely different nuances from the original 

Tarydng. Yi, while maintaining the important characteristics of the original one, 

constantly varies the original melodic line. With the new structure, transparent 

texture, and different instrumentation, the first part of Tarydng byYi S6ng-ch'6nis 

a new composition inspired by the old one.

The second part (mm. 188-308, pp. 378-90) of the piece is similar to the first 

part: the free contrapuntal treatment of the original materials followed by the 

materials from each section of the original Tarydng, except the first half (mm. 188- 

212, pp. 378-81) of the second part It is based on the third section (mm. 85-108; see 

Appendix C-2, pp. 238-39) of the original piece, but the composer's trademark, free 

treatment of the entirety of the original materials, is absent Here the kdmungo 

introduces the entrance of the main idea played by the taegum and yanggum (mm.
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188-195, pp. 378-79). Other instruments enter incrementally as in other sections of 

the composition. Here, Yi Sdng-ch'dn follows the original section conservatively, 

without the free counterpoint treatment With the tanso entering finally at m. 208 (p. 

380), all the instruments come in and the section ends. Here, the ajaeng which has 

been added to Yi’s composition drops out as the symphony stays closer to the 

original piece than elsewhere in i t  In fact in the beginning of this section, the 

composer indicates the section to be performed by following the performance 

tradition of "Ydngsanhoesang," which emphasizes the prominent role of the string 

instruments. In the performance of "Y Sngsanhoesang," the change in 

instrumentation also changes the title of the piece according to which instruments are 

emphasized, either strings or winds. Here, stressing the importance of string 

instruments, he uses kdmungo to open the section.

The last part is like a return of the first part with a coda. The haegum which 

introduced the entrance of the main melodic line at the opening of the first part 

returns at m. 309 (p. 390). Here, the opening slower tempo and the original position 

of the mode (from Db to Ab) return with the similar but augmented melodic outline 

in haegum (mm. 16-22). Up to m. 389 (p. 398) is the free contrapuntal treatment of 

the fragments of the haegum melody (mm. 16-22, pp. 361-62). At m. 390 (p. 398), 

the tempo quickens to J  =110 and the last section (mm. 155-187, pp. 375-79) of the 

first part recurs in identical form. Then at m. 402 (p. 400), the position of the mode 

changes to D b as in the beginning of the piece (cf. mm. 16-24 and 390-402). The 

only difference in the haegum melody is its function: in the beginning, the main 

melodic line occurs as the beginning of the piece, here as it prepares the ending, the 

cadential-like treatment of the melodic line occurs with emphasis on Ab and Eb (mm. 

402-435, pp. 400-3). At the very end (mm. 436450, pp. 403-4), the slow tempo
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recurs ( j =50), and the head motif of the main melodic line is, in the end, stated 

quietly in duple meter by theyanggum.

Two aspects can be observed in his new Tarydng of "Symphony No. 5." Yi 

S6ng-ch'5n provides a discernible structure for the piece with the return of the 

materials from the first part in the final part The thick texture of the original 

Tarydng has been transformed through his careful use of instruments. While it can 

be considered a variation based on the Tarydng of ”Y Sngsanhoesang," it can also be 

viewed as a new composition with free contrapuntal sections that are included in the 

piece (see figure 28 for X which marks the free contrapuntal sections).

According to recent data on the most frequently performed symphonic works 

in South Korea in the 1990s, Yi S6ng-ch'6n's Symphony No. 5 rates as one of the 

top ten pieces, which also include the "Sae [New] Sujech'dn" by Kim Yong-dong.88 

The two pieces share one common factor both are based on well-known and well- 

liked traditional music. The controversy over the distinction between variations and 

newly-composed pieces has arisen recently as many kugak composers write 

variations based on well-known kugak themes. Although these pieces are well 

received by the general public, some kugak composers consider writing such pieces 

an act of plagiarism. I do not know the details of why Yi changed the title of the 

piece, but the new title with the word "variation" in it may have been his attempt to 

clear up the unnecessary dispute. Opting for both Korean and Western approaches in 

his fifth symphony, Yi follows the tradition of hydngsong [formation], yet manages

88 These data were collected by the students who were enrolled in my ethnomusicology 
seminar at Seoul National University in the Spring of 1996. The aim of the research was to 
find out why certain cri'ang/ak kugak are more popular than others. While many new 
traditional pieces disappear with their premiere, one of the common factors among the 
popular pieces is that they are based on previously well-known tunes or music.
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to employ the contrapuntal techniques and the formal structures of the West He 

changes the texture and timbres of the original t'arydng, so that it resonates for 

modem South Koreans. In fac t the piece is the most popular among all of his 

symphonic works. With familiar tones, and discernible techniques and structures, 

compositions from this period reflect his philosophy in composing music: "a great 

music is simple and easy... the audiences are not ignorant they appreciate good 

music when they hear i t  I despise music which does not have artistic value, yet I 

equally strongly reject music that disregards its listener" (Yi Song-ch'on 1994:94).

Compositions after the mid-1980s

Compositions of Yi S6ng-ch'on from the late 1980s show another turning point in 

his compositional style. In writing his tenth symphony, "We are the World," Yi 

Song-ch’5n urges reconciliation with the West He states that composing music is 

itself Western, and scholarly musicological study is based on Western learning. 

Further, he says, recent performance practices also have been immensely influenced 

by the West and the music education system itself is based on the Western system. 

"Thus," he concludes, "now is the time to create our own new cultures through the 

reconciliation with the West" (Yi S5ng-ch'on 1992b: 292). This could be his 

reaction to musicians from both yang'ak and kugak traditions who have been deeply 

immersed in the project of writing music exclusively with national identity in mind 

for over ten years. It may also be a reflection of the nation's cultural self-confidence 

after the excitement of the Olympics in South Korea in 1988.

At any rate, compositions from this period display signs of reconciliation not 

only between East and West in the music itself as well as in the choice of subject 

He has composed five symphonies since 1988. In his Symphony No. 11 of 1994, he
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combined samulnori percussion with the standard traditional orchestra sound. In the 

Symphony No. 8, entitled "The Harmony of Yin and Yang" (1995), the two different 

instrumental forces from samulnori and the old traditional orchestra were used to 

symbolize the dual forces in energy. I believe that bis gesture of combining 

instruments of different origins (that is, folk with elite) signifies not only the fusion 

between the old and the new traditional music but also an equality between the 

different social strata that these instruments imply. He is breaking away from the old 

tradition of making hierarchies of music and people.

His conciliatory voice is reflected in his fourth symphony of 1987 as he 

chooses four saints of the world, Buddha, Confucius, Socrates, and Jesus, to 

represent the values of modern-day South Korea. Different meters, modes, and 

unusual instruments of non-Korean music are used in the fourth symphony to 

illustrate the different teachings and beliefs. The sang mode of the Chinese 

system,89 for example, is used to depict Confucius. The mokt'ak [temple block] is 

used when he depicts the Buddha. The unusual 5/4 time is used for Socrates. As Yi 

SSng-ch'on urges harmony among men in his tenth symphony, instruments from 

different regions are used: p'ipa and zheng from China and castanets from Spain.

The new 21-string hydn'gtim developed by Yi himself also appears frequently in the 

fourth and tenth symphonies, as well as in his later compositions. For instance, it is 

used to lead and reinforce the main melodic line of the second and fourth movements 

of the tenth symphony.

89 Two scalar systems are used in Chinese music: a  five-note scale and a seven-note 
scale. The five-note scale system has five different forms, called kung, sang, kag, chi, and 
wu. Here the sang mode consists of the notes d-e-g-a-c.
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Yi SSng-ch'5n's compositions display great diversity, yet also much careful 

planning. Overall, as he approached the end of the 1980s, Yi Sdng-ch'dn appeared 

to feel free to choose his own musical materials to express himself and his ideas. 

Based on two pieces written in 1988, Symphony No. 4  and Symphony No. 10,1 shall 

examine the transformation of his compositional approaches in his later works as 

they mark another stage in the evolution of his compositional style.

Symphony No. 4: "The Four Saints "

The Symphony of "The Four Saints" was composed in 1988 to celebrate the 

construction of a new concert hall in the Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center. 

The four saints, who are believed to be at the center of modern-day South Koreans' 

value system, are brought together, each with his own distinct musical materials.

The first movement is for the Buddha (see Appendix C-7, pp. 405-59). Portraying 

the teaching of the Buddha (c. 563—c. 483 B.C.) that man comes to and goes away 

from this world with nothing in his hands, Yi begins the piece with a grand pause of 

one full measure bar. Then, an unusually fast tempo ( j  =152) appears to symbolize 

the vanity of living in the fast lane of mundane life. The unusual duple meter 

changes to triple and the tempo becomes faster as the yanggum introduces the main 

melody at m. 12 (p. 409). The four bars of the melodic phrase in p'ydng mode are 

expanded to five at m. 16 (p. 410), and then to six at m. 21 (p. 411), as a few notes 

are inserted in each repetition. It is in precisely this way that the old traditional 

music developed melodic motifs. The sogum part immediately follows the yanggum 

part and a similar melodic line continues in a linear fashion. Then, kayagum and 

kormngo take their turns following the sogum part and vary their melodic lines as 

they progress. Eventually they are joined by other parts toward the end. The careful
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employment of contrasting tone colors in tandem with a gradual buildup through the 

incremental addition of instruments, one of the composer’s trademarks, appears in 

mm. 12-43 (pp. 409-17). Unlike the constant overlapping of multi-melodic lines 

found in old traditional music, the clear presentation of the individual lines with 

dynamic changes exhibits a new treatment and enhances the beauty of the individual 

timbres. Knowing that dynamics are difficult to control on Korean traditional 

instruments, Yi manipulates them by adding and omitting different instruments. As 

the piece approaches the end of the first half, a temple block appears in m. 38 (p. 

416), symbolizing ceremony of Buddhism. The call and response interaction 

between haegum and p'iri also occurs at mm. 41-42 (pp. 416-17), as in old traditional 

music.

The second half begins with the introduction of the main melodic line played 

by all the instruments at m. 45 (p. 417). The melodic line is immediately expanded 

and repeated once with slight variation; then the composer’s usual slow and quiet 

coda-like part returns as the piece ends with a condensed version of the main melodic 

line. Yi S5ng-ch'5n often ends a piece with a recapitulation of the opening materials 

to provide unity to the piece, a compositional practice rarely found in old Korean 

traditional music.

The second movement (pp. 422-31) begins with music from Confucian ritual, 

as its subject implies. The taegum introduces the melody o f "Hwangchong-gung" in 

much faster tempo (mm. 4—5, p. 422) than in its original form (see Figure 19). The 

music for Confucius (c. 551-c. 479 B.C.) is divided into two main parts, which are 

framed by an introduction and a six-bar coda. The first half is in duple meter, 

unusual for Korean music, reflecting the Chinese origin of the melodic line. The 

descending rather than the usual ascending motion of the melodic line is used in
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parallel with the melody of Confucian ritual. The second half (mm. 18-34, pp. 426- 

30) contrasts with the first in its tempo and in its modal character the pace of the 

music quickens and the sang mode of the Chinese system is used. The twanging 

sound of yanggum with a shorter rhythmic value of melodic line indeed creates a 

completely different effect Here, duple meter adds another foreign dimension to the 

piece. As the original tempo and melodic idea return (mm. 35-40, pp. 430-31), the 

piece ends quietly.

The third movement (pp. 432-37) represents Socrates (c. 470-399 B.C.), the 

philosophy of the West Except for the slow beginning (mm. 1-8, pp. 432-33) and 

binary structure of the piece (mm. 8-22 and 23—47, pp. 434-37), this composition is 

different from the two previous ones in several ways: the meter is 5/4; the ending 

occurs without a slow final statement; and the scale is in the kyemydn mode with an 

added note. A tambourine of Middle Eastern origin is also introduced. I believe that 

all the different elements mentioned above are used in order to depict the varied 

philosophies and teachings of the West

The last movement (pp. 444-59) depicts Jesus. The piece is in duple meter 

until the end, where the typical triple meter of Korean music is employed. The 

notable feature of this movement is the prominent role of the 21-string zither 

kayagum. It appears in the beginning with a repetitive arpeggio that reaches beyond 

a normal zither's high range (see Figure 29). It carries the significant melodic line at 

the beginning of the second section in m. 30 (p. 451), as opposed to its usual role of 

reinforcing the other strings as in mm. 7-8 (p. 445) and in the other movements. As 

an independent line, the 21-string zither part forms a canon with the other string parts 

in mm. 40—47 (pp. 453-55). Pydnjong [chime] is used consistently to announce the 

birth of Jesus.
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Symphony No. 10: ” We are the World”

The manuscript of this work indicates that the composer has intentionally given the 

piece an English title.90 This is a big change from 1985, when Yi Song-ch'Qn 

revised his third symphony to eliminate all use of foreign words. He no longer 

seems concerned with representing only a Korean cultural identity (see Yi S6ng- 

ch’on 1992b). The piece was written in July of 1988 for the regular ch'angjak kugak 

conceit at the Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center.91 The piece consists of 

four movements with descriptive titles: "A Story of Encounter," "I and You, then 

W e,"" A Prayer of Love and Peace," and finally "We are the World."

Yi Song-ch'6n uses instruments of two different origins in various 

combinations to depict the title of each movement (see Appendix C-8, pp. 461-529). 

In the first movement, as changgo and a lower string (mm. 1-10, pp. 462-64) are 

introduced in the first movement, an ensemble of Korean instruments is heard first 

(mm. 11-34, pp. 464-70), followed by the Chinese instruments, p'ipd92 and zheng 

(mm. 35-59, pp. 470-76).93 The Chinese instruments, which appeared earlier to

90 The English title of the piece is identical to that of the song "We are the World," written by 
Michael Jackson and Lionel Richie in 1985. Yi SOng-ch’On may have known the latter 
piece, considering the popularity that it has enjoyed throughout the world.

91 The Korean Traditional Performing Arts Center is the new name for the National 
Classical Music Institute. The new name was given when the new building of the concert 
hall was built in 1987. The change reflects the inclusion of folk music along with elite music 
as an important part of the culture of Korea

92 "It is a four-stringed instrument It has a long neck bent slightly back at the tuning pegs 
and 12 frets. The strings were plucked with a  wooden plectrums (pafmok) or three artificial 
nails (kajogak)" (Howard 1988:30).

93 The zheng, as a string instrument has typically been made with a soundboard of 
paulownia wood and hardwood sides and back such as sandalwood or rosewood. Silk 
strings were used traditionally, but recently metal or brass strings have also been used. Its 
playing style is similar to that of the kayagOm (Howard 1988:170).
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function as ydnum, enter again accompanied by Korean instruments. The two are 

then joined together after a grand pause, and are given similar melodic lines, neither 

one more prominent than the other (see Figure 30-1). This three section movement 

ends with the return of the condensed opening materials and the original tempo. 

Except for its close melodic resemblance to "Sujech'dn," the strict rhythmic pattern 

and duple meter of the first movement cannot be traced to the tradition of kugak.

The second movement is also divided into three sections with a slow middle 

section (see Figure 30-2). The piece starts at a rapid pace without an introduction 

and, correspondingly, there is no coda-like section at the end. The 21-string 

hydn'gdm and kayagum lead an exciting, somewhat dance-like tune in 6/8 meter. 

Kdmungo with its interval of a fourth, identical to the fourth in the melodic line, 

supports the hydn'gum and kayagum by repeating the same figure in ostinato fashion 

(mm. 1-24, pp. 482-86). The zheng also enters with a loud glissando at m. 25. There 

are many thirds used in the second section of the piece (mm. 25-55, pp. 486-92). 

Although the piece is still in the kyemydn mode with its typical fourth interval, the 

highlighting of the third in the beginning of the melodic line generates a feeling of 

harmony. The presence of thirds, reinforced by the kayagum part distinguishes this 

section from the two other sections.

Now the fast tempo returns as the kayagum plays the opening phrase of the 

piece at m. 56 (p. 493). This section is characterized by the syncopated static 

melodic line with an octave leap at the end of each pattern played by the strings in 

contrast to the arpeggio pattern in p'tpa and the large leaps in the zheng. The unusual 

degree of emotional intensity expressed in the static melodic line of Korean
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traditional music is well demonstrated in mm. 59-78 (pp. 493-97).94 The climax is 

reached by the repetition of the two instrumental groups building up to the highest 

point in this piece, a1 for the p'ipa and f  for the 21-string hydn'gum at m. 78. The 

melodic line is sustained, as in "Ydngsanhoesang," as the piece reaches its climax.

As the excitement is expressed in the p'ipa with the repetition of the highest note 

(mm. 78-80, p. 497), the main musical idea of the opening returns quiedy in the 

winds and the strings for one final statement The sudden entrance of a loud chord 

with the fourth interval ends the piece.

The typical triple meter of kugak returns in the third movement By contrast 

with the other movements, however, the Chinese instruments start first The free 

counterpoint between zheng and p'ipa constitutes the slow opening section until m.

15 (p. 499-501, see also Figure 30-3). Then follows a free question-and-answer 

exchange between sogum and other wind instruments, accompanied by the strings at 

mm. 16-22 (pp. 502-3). The p'ipa and zheng also enter, connecting the phrases. A 

similar kind of melodic development occurs again at m. 33 (p. 505), but this time it is 

a free counterpoint among all the parts. The second half opens with a duet between 

the zheng and p'ipa at m. 56 (p. 510). Playing in slow tempo, each exhibits its own 

timbre and idiomatic playing. Then Yi's usual opening material returns, marking the 

end of the piece at m. 79 (p. 514). As this is a prayer for peace and love, the entire 

movement is generally slow and the musical gestures are consistent without the 

drastic tempo changes of the other movements.

The finale is an exuberant movement in p'yong mode with the semach'i 

rhythmic pattern °f the folk, genre. It is divided into two sections (see

94 This is mentioned by the renowned composer, Na Un-yOng in his essay on 
"YSngsanhoesang" (1970:316-47).
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Figure 30.4). In the first section (mm. 1—37, pp. 518-25), the changgo introduces the 

piece in triple meter. The call-and-response between two instrumental groups 

constitutes the first half of the movement The castanets enter close to the end of the 

first half at m. 28 (p. 523) and mark the beginning of the second half (mm. 38-60, 

pp. 525-29). Perhaps the castanets are used because their indefinite pitch quality can 

easily mingle with the Korean instruments. Also, they assume the role of the pak, 

the wooden clapper that traditionally signals the beginning of the piece, as they 

signal the opening of the second half of the movement Furthermore, the presence of 

castanets, which are usually associated with Spanish music and dancing, suggests 

two more factors. The first is the composer’s intention in this finale to heighten the 

excitement and the second is his search for sources of inspiration other than 

European art music. While most of the elements in this movement reflect the 

tradition of kugak with its kyemydn mode, triple meter, and semach'i rhythmic cycle, 

the sound of the castanets, along with the twanging sound of the zheng and p'ipa, 

enhances delicate distinctions of the piece.

In the formal planning of the piece, as the titles suggest, differences are 

embraced and brought together to create harmony with individuality [hwaibudong], 

which Yi Song-ch'on defines as the underlying concept of kugak. The four 

movements have similar yet different structures and can be seen as the manifestation 

of that aspect in his music. There is a definite point in each of the four movements 

that provides a sense of suspension. Those moments are signified in various ways: 

by a grand pause with the fermata on the eighth note rest at m. 59 (p. 476) in the first 

movement (see Figure 30-1); by the sudden change of dynamics iio m fff to p after 

reaching^ at m. 56 (p. 493) in the second movement (see Figure 30-2); in the 

build-up to f f  at m. 53 (p. 509) in the third movement (see Figure 30-3); and through
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the introduction of castanets at m. 28 (p. 523) and suspension by a solo taegum with 

its sigimsae [ornaments] at m. 37 (p. 525) in the final movement (see Figure 30-4). 

While they all have the same function of creating suspense, thus providing the reason 

to proceed, they are all prepared differently and appear at different points in the 

music. They occur in the mid-point of the last two movements and function as the 

dividing point of the binary structure, marking the entrance of the contrasting second 

half to come. An ad libitum duet enters in the third movement (mm. 54—76, pp. 509— 

14), in contrast to the thick texture and dramatic proceedings of the first half. While 

the castanets mark the beginning of the second half, all the instruments play together 

in the last movement to create an energetic finale for the entire piece. In the first and 

second movements, the climax occurs two-thirds of the way through the movement 

The two contrasting instrumental groups, Chinese and Korean, become unified in the 

last sections of both movements, symbolizing "harmony with individuality" (see 

Figure 30-1 and 30-2).

Yi Song-ch'on's treatment of the beginning and the ending of each of the four 

movements is also diverse. Each of the four movements opens with its own 

instrumentation and tempo: the pukior the slow first movement, the 21-string 

hydn'gUm, kayagum and kdmungo for the fast second movement, the p'ipa and zheng 

for the slow third, and the changgo for the exciting finale (see Figure 30). The 

manner in which the movements end is also highly diverse, including the return of 

the opening material and tempo in the first, and the loud ending by all the 

participating instruments as in the fourth movement For all the diversity in this 

piece, unity is achieved through the use of the Korean modes throughout His 

incremental addition of instruments creates an increase in dynamics, and his careful 

choice of instruments generates timbre contrast This piece clearly illustrates that Yi

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



178

S6ng-ch'6n, as an architect of music, knows how to provide new structures to the old 

sound of traditional music.

Analysis of the symphonic works of Yi Song-ch'dn demonstrates the stylistic 

evolution of his music that led to the movement of inventing a new musical tradition 

in contemporary South Korea. The sharp division between the cultures of folk and 

elite music based on societal prejudice of old Korea has diminished as the 

differences have been reconciled in his new orchestral genre. In her study of 

traditional music in modem Java, Becker (1980:120) observes that composers of 

modem Java are preservers of old forms as well as innovators. They consciously 

consider the problems of society and carry a dual role of (1) preserving old values 

and traditions, and (2) bridging the gap between old forms and new thought patterns 

or new societal constructs. As a composer of new traditional music in South Korea, 

Yi Song-ch'on has been carrying the dual role of "literati" and "intelligentia." When 

Western music was dominant in the country, he tried to bring back the elements of 

much-forgotten old traditional music, as can be seen in his compositions of 1970s 

and 1980s. Yet he also introduces new ideas and materials in his music to reflect the 

new societal values and thoughts. Perhaps most importantly, he always practices 

chung'yong [regulation], the essential philosophical and aesthetic sustenance of 

Korean traditional music, by restraining his emotion so as not to be inclined toward 

any one particular direction.
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CHAPTER VI

QUEST FOR THE "CORRECT” TRADITION

New Traditional Music as die Music of "Our” World and "Our" Time

New Korean traditional music began with a small group of young composers as an 

idealistic attempt to create a new musical culture for the nation. It has slowly but 

surely begun to provide an answer to Koreans' yearning for a music of "our" world 

and "our" time. It is the result of constant searching for the "correct" way to 

compose new traditional music which can reflect the cultural identity of modem 

Korea. The various stylistic phases exemplified by the compositions of Yi 

S6ng-ch'6n nicely illustrate the evolution of new Korean traditional music. Three 

aspects, in particular, which are characteristic of the new Korean traditional music, 

may be ascertained from an analysis of Yi Song-ch'dn's orchestral music. They are 

the combination of the folk and elite traditions; a combination of Western and 

Korean styles; and finally, a sense of directed movement toward a new, nationalistic 

musical style and culture. These three features of are also characteristic of new 

Korean traditional music in general.
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Combining the Traditions of Chdng'ak and Minsogak

Yi Song-ch'dn brings the remarkably different musical elements and ideologies of 

chong'ak [elite music] and minsogak [folk music] together to create a new musical 

style that represents modern-day Korea. He rejects the long-standing dichotomy 

between the traditions of elite music and folk music by incorporating folk music 

idioms into the symphonic genre, a genre which had previously belonged to the 

musical tradition of the elite. He tries to narrow the gap between the two musical 

traditions of the two different social strata by providing the opportunity for a shared 

communal experience through the incorporation of well-known folk songs and 

musical forms in his orchestral works, especially those composed since the 1970s. 

His effort to invent a new tradition that might be relevant to all Koreans is also 

reflected in his inclusion of recently-emerged musical genres. Samulnori, a new 

genre transformed from an old non-elite genre, nong'ak [farmers' band music], is 

adopted in his more recent compositions of 1994 and 1995.

Combining the Traditions of Western and Korean Traditional Music

As one who advocates learning the musical traditions of both Korea and the West, Yi 

S5ng-ch'on writes music that displays an adroit fusion of both traditions.

Nonetheless, Yi has chosen to root his musical foundations firmly in Korean 

traditional music. For example, he does not write out sigimsae [living tone], known 

as the heart of kugak, thus enabling the music to unfold in this one respect as 

traditional music would, according to the inclinations of the performer and the 

particular conventions prescribed for each instrument The unwritten canon 

forbidding repetition of any melodic line is also observed in Yi's concern to produce
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slight variations in each melodic line. The result is textural and processual 

discrepancy or tolerance, called hwaibudong, an important concept in Korean 

musical philosophy. He frequently uses changdan, the highly variable rhythmic 

patterns of the folk music tradition. He also avoids harmony in the Western sense by 

employing intervals at the octave, as well as intervals of a major second and perfect 

fourth. Although his music has the climactic moments of the folk music tradition, 

created through a gradual increase in tempo, as in the finale of his fifth symphony, 

his music also reflects the philosophy of "regulation of emotion," with a slow and 

serene tempo in both the opening and ending sections.

Although Yi uses many different methods to make his new music relevant to 

modern-day South Korea, the basic concepts behind all such innovations may be 

found in the old traditional music. He uses dynamic changes and variations in 

texture, rather than the harmonic tension of Western music, to build to climaxes. He 

controls dynamic changes through the incremental addition of instruments. While 

this is different from the constant overlapping of multi-melodic lines in old 

traditional music, the emphasis on the importance of different timbres as well as the 

emphasis on unisons at the climatic points stems from the old tradition. Changes of 

timbres were so important in old traditional music that if the instrumentation of a 

piece changed, a new name was given to the piece. " YQngsanhoesang" has been, for 

example, called "Pyojfing Manbangji-gok" when the p'iri and taegum carried the 

important melodic line, as opposed to the komungo leading in "HySnak 

Y Qngsanhoesang." Due to its varied use of instruments at different times,

"Y Qngsanhoesang" has been referred to by various names in Korean literature.

According to Akki [The Book of Music], a piece is a taeak [great music] only if 

"no tension can be fostered in men's hearts when the music reaches its height" In
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old traditional music, this concept is reflected in the clear presentation of the melodic 

line as the music approaches its highest point Thus in mm. 57-60 of the "Taryong" 

movement of "YOngsanhoesang," the prevailing discrepancy between the lines 

diminishes and much less sigimsae appears. Yi adopts a similar technique bringing a 

unison-like melodic line at the climactic point of the piece, demonstrated in his fifth 

symphony (mm. 155-87).

Two approaches Yi employs in his compositions are trademarks of his own, 

which cannot be found in old traditional music. One is the well-organized structure 

achieved by his economic deployment of melodic material, and the other is his use of 

free contrapuntal techniques. Unlike old traditional music, Yi's symphonic works 

include a distinct structure with an introduction and its recapitulation at the end as a 

final statement Sometimes the first half of a piece mirrors the second half, as can be 

seen in his symphonic poem "My Country I" of 1981. Simplicity is the main quality 

of his music, as reflected in his careful design of thematic materials (see Figure 27). 

There seem to be no excess tones; the melody is carefully managed, beginning with a 

single line, then advancing to free counterpoint among the voices and then finally to 

the thick unison texture. In order to insure a quiet ending, Yi Song-ch'on often 

employs the opposite of the procedure he used in the opening of a piece, as gradually 

reducing the performance forces at the end of the piece. He has adopted contrapuntal 

treatment of materials from his earliest works, as in the last movement of his first 

symphony (1963). While his frequent use of free counterpoint creates a texture quite 

different from that of old traditional music, it can also be seen as Yi’s re-emphasis of 

the linear and tumbrel aspects of old traditional music.
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” Feeling Towards " a New Culture

One of Yi SQng-ch'on's most significant contributions to the development of new 

Korean traditional music has been his visionary approach to his work. B y"'feeling 

towards a new order of things,"95 Yi consciously re-formulated his musical goals at 

each phase of his career and, as a result, has composed works which both forecast 

and facilitate subsequent trends among composers of new traditional music. His 

piece, "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" (1974), for example, 

preceded the great surge of nationalistic sentiment in the late 1970s and helped 

stimulate the composition of a large repertoire of new traditional music with 

nationalistic subjects. The integration of traditional Korean and Western cultures is 

reflected in his works of the 1980s, which were meant to speak to contemporary 

Koreans living in a culture greatly influenced by Western civilization. Compositions 

from the late 1980s, such as his 4th and 10th symphonies, display his efforts to find 

new inspiration in a much wider range of sources, most notably those of Chinese, 

Spanish, and Middle-Eastern origin. His compositional efforts may indeed be seen 

as the forecast of "a new order of things," as articulated by Blacking (1995:192):

Changes in the cognitive and social organization of musical activities 
and attitudes may signify or herald far-reaching changes in society that 
outweigh the significance of the musical changes. Musical change is 
important to watch because, owing to the deep-rooted nature of music, 
it may precede and forecast other changes in society.

One reason for the prevalence of new traditional music in South Korea today 

is, of course, due to the undying zeal of devoted composers of kugak. New 

traditional music has flourished as a new music for new Korea, because it has

95 This expression is borrowed from Blacking (1995:192).
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provided an answer to the public's desire for a music which can represent a 

distinctively Korean heritage. National pride and solidarity among Koreans have 

grown strong with the remarkable economic recovery of the late 1970s. South 

Koreans, especially the younger generations, who used to be so dismayed by the loss 

of the nation's cultural identity, have embraced the new musical tradition based on 

the traditional art form, believing that it can represent a unique and ideal Korean 

culture. Thus new traditional music, which started with an idealistic goal among a 

small group of composers, has been accepted with great enthusiasm by the public.

The Quest for New Sound

Studies of musical changes in non-Westem cultures have frequently focused on the 

issue of Westernization versus modernization (Nettl 1978,1985). In fact, influences 

of Western music were so great worldwide that Wiora (1965) and Lomax (1968) 

went so far as to predict the ultimate homogenization of music. Contrary to their 

prognosis, however, there seems to be an enormous increase in the availability of 

diverse musics to most people in the world. Nevertheless, Nettl (1978: 124) asserts 

that "most significant is the diversity of reactions of other cultures to the introduction 

and importation of Western music and musical thought"

The distinction between the two phenomena, Westernization versus 

modernization, becomes quite blurred when discussing new Korean traditional 

music, almost to the point that one must leave the distinctions behind in order to 

formulate new questions that have greater relevance to the music in its present 

context The distinction between the two processes now appears to rely basically on 

the attitude of the composers. According to Nettl, if a composer writes a piece of
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new music by incorporating non-"centraI" elements of Western music, the piece is 

considered to be "modernized,1' but conversely, if a newly composed piece includes 

"central" elements of Western music as a means of getting beyond old traditional 

music, then the composition is regarded as a "Westernized" production (Nettl 1978: 

134). Although some of the earlier works of new Korean traditional music may be 

categorized as Westernized works according to Nettl's typology, it has, however, 

never been the intention of the composers of new traditional music either to 

Westernize or to modernize Korean traditional music.

On the contrary, ch'angjak kugak composers did not at all want their traditional 

music to change so much as to become like Western music. As discussed earlier, 

this is the reason why Yi Song-ch'Qn went back to school to study central elements 

of Korean traditional music. The limited success of modified traditional instruments 

also illustrates Koreans' attachment to the past Unlike in China, for example, where 

nearly all traditional instruments have been modified and modified instruments are 

widely used, Koreans never really embraced modified traditional instruments, thus 

few are in use today. Such resistance to blindly following the path of Westernization 

or modernization indicates that Koreans were looking for something new but 

unmistakably their own.

When a group of young composers who had graduated from the Traditional 

Music Department of Seoul National University in the early 1960s attempted to 

create a new traditional music, they expressed a desire to have music of their own; 

the realization of this goal came in the 1970s. Yi S6ng-ch'5n looked for his 

inspiration in Korean traditional music. He began to write music that was firmly 

rooted in Korean tradition, starting from "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional 

Orchestra" in 1974. He used well-known folk tunes and genres in order to relate his
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music to the common people of Korea. The educational purpose of the piece, along 

with its emphasis on the folk idioms of Korean music, marks an important turning 

point in the development of new traditional music. It was an overture to not only 

many of his later works with cultural subjects but also to the works of other 

composers to follow. Yi, who forged his own musical way without significant 

Korean compositional models, wished to provide a Korean inheritance for future 

composers.

The newly-composed traditional music premiered for the whole world to hear 

as the theme music of the 1988 Seoul Olympics was a towering landmark in the 

contemporary musics cape of South Korea. As a result, composers of new traditional 

music are no longer confined to the alternatives of Westernization or modernization. 

Even the notion of nationalism is no longer an issue, except, perhaps, in the case of 

yang'ak composers who quite suddenly have changed their compositional goals to 

include nationalistic subjects. Kugak composers were bom to nationalism in the 

sense that the choice to write /cugak was itself a reflection of a strong nationalistic 

streak. They have been searching, now in company with yang'ak composers, for the 

"correct" or "ideal" music of Korea. They are liberated from previous mandates to 

establish a Korean identity and from questions of East versus West, and are now free 

to express their ideas using a much wider ranges of materials and styles. No matter 

how diversified their approaches become, however, all of their music is now securely 

rooted in "Korean" soil. New Korean traditional music has also entered the stage of 

mediamorphosis, that is, the electronic mutation of musical communication 

(Blaukopf 1994), not as part of an effort to merge into a larger, monolithic, global 

industrial music but to become the music of a nation that strives to be globalized 

without losing its own heritage.
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Future Directions in the Scholarship on Korean Mnsic

In the scholarship on the musical changes of contemporary South Korea, several 

other significant factors have previously escaped discussion. One of them is the 

influence of neighboring countries, namely China and Japan. Chinese influences on 

old Korean traditional music were enormous, as China and Korea shared a great deal 

in their respective cultures. Because of the recently restored diplomatic relationship 

between the two countries, cultural exchanges have been frequent in recent years. 

Some new traditional Korean music began employing Chinese instruments and 

Chinese modes, as can be found in Yi S<5ng-ch'6n's later works, "We are the World" 

(1988) and "The Four Saints" (1988).

The influence of Japan on the new musical culture of Korea cannot be 

dismissed either, although it is hardly mentioned in the scholarship of Korean music. 

Hymns and military band music were introduced directly from the West in the late 

nineteenth century, but so-called Western "classical music," meaning European art 

music, was introduced indirectly through Japan during its thirty-six years of 

colonization of Korea. During those years, Western music was the sole subject of 

music education in Korea. Therefore, when discussing the influence of Western 

music on Korean music, the intermediary role of Japan must be included. The 

conception of new traditional music can actually be traced back to 1932, when a 

small number of traditional music performers at the only traditional music institute, 

Yiwangjik aakbu [Royal Conservatory of Yi Dynasty], were making new 

arrangements of the old repertoires, "YQngsanhoesang" and "Sujech'Qn" (Chang Sa- 

hun 1984: 594-613).
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During this time Kim Ki-su wrote new music for traditional instruments under 

the surveillance of the colonial government of Japan. From 1932 until the time when 

Korea was liberated in 1945, a total of one hundred fifty such concerts were given. 

These concerts, which must have provided a highly controversial challenge to the 

traditional authority of Korean music, also provide a record of what may have been 

the first incidence of combining a Western instrument with Korean instruments. In 

one of the concerts of 1933, a piano was included with taegum and haegitm. Also 

during this time, Ham Hwa-jin (1884-1949), who worked at Yiwangjik aakbu, wrote 

the first book on the subject of orchestration, which has contributed to serve as a 

valuable reference for the present-day orchestration of traditional orchestra (Yi 

SSng-ch'on 1992a: 313-7). Although there has not been any in-depth research on 

this period due to the profound animosity toward Japan and continuing resentment 

over Japanese attempts to obliterate Korean culture, the concept of composing new 

traditional music, though it may have its origins in the West, began in Korea under 

the direction of Japan.

In addition, there has been speculation that the Korean art song, kagok, of the 

1920s was also heavily influenced by Japanese song style. A new and popular song 

genre of Korea in the 1910s, ch'angga, is known to have had a great influence on the 

emergence of kagok. But ch'angga had already been "Japanized" in the 1910s as 

evidenced in the new ch'angga collection published for music education in 1918 with 

only Japanese songs (Killick 1990: 16). There have been no studies on the musical 

interaction between Japan and Korea that can define what the meaning of Japanized 

ch'angga really is. However, it is not at all difficult to imagine the impact of 

Japanese rule on the formation of the new musical culture of Korea.
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The dominance of Western music in South Korea, especially in the 1960s and 

well into the 1970s, is very noticeable. This phenomenon is surely related to the 

enlightenment movement that prevailed in the late nineteenth century but was 

truncated under the cultural and political oppression of Japan. It may also be seen as 

a reaction to the permeation of unspoken and unadmitted influence from Japan. 

Western music was there as an inspiration for South Koreans to help them find the 

ideal culture to rescue the nation from the many decades of political and cultural 

oppression by China and Japan. There is no question that Western music has greatly 

influenced the formation of a new musical culture in South Korea. Whether it is 

identified as Westernization or modernization, however, I strongly believe that other 

factors, such as the role of Japan and the emerging importance of China, should be 

accounted for in the development of the new musical life of South Korea. Perhaps a 

new typology for musical contacts among all cultures in the world, rather than just 

that between the Western and non-Western worlds, may have to be formulated.

There may be many smaller countries which have undergone political and/or cultural 

oppression as have Korea, and their music, like Korea's, has its own stories to tell.

Music is a social text by which the reality of a society is articulated (Shepherd 

1991). Korea, as a country situated on a small peninsula, has been subject to 

continuous political encroachment by various countries and yet has maintained its 

independence for most of its nearly five-thousand year history. Such tenaciousness 

is also reflected in its music. While Korean music has been greatly influenced by the 

influx of various cultural as well as musical systems that have constantly swept 

through the nation, it has always found a way to hold on to the elements that are 

uniquely Korean. The rise of national pride and solidarity in the late 1970s, which
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called for Korean music with the distinctiveness and superiority of a Korean identity, 

has provided a paragon of the ideal for the new musical culture.

As the country looks forward to becoming an economic superpower in the 

twenty-first century, it yearns to have a music that it can call "Korean music," a 

music that can speak for the new Korea. In recent years, ch'angjak kugak has 

emerged as a realization of this idea of an ideal Korean music. As it confidently 

embraces different musical systems of various sources yet always refers to the past, 

ch'angjak kugak has become a new musical culture that can represent contemporary 

South Korea on international stages. The long-held division between the two 

musical traditions of elite music and folk music associated with different social strata 

of Korea has broken down. The rift between kugak and yang'ak has diminished as 

composers of both traditions find their inspiration in ch&nt'ong kugak. By combining 

its unmistakably Korean ideology with an unfailing feel for the ever so rapidly 

changing world of the present, ch'angjak kugak has made Korean music truly 

Korean.
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APPENDIX A

Glossary of Korean Terms

aak
• w

Aegukka

Ahakkwebdm
m m

ajaeng
4??

Akki

court music

national anthem of South Korea

Guide to the Study of Music; written in 1493 A.D. 

a half-tube long zither

Book of Music; from the second century A.D. The Chinese 
source is called Yue-ji

chajinmori
4*1321

chang
Zt

a fast rhythmic pattern of folk music genre

literally meaning long,' indicating each section of a 
traditional piece

changdan
O

ch'angga
# 4

changgo

ch'angguk
o-7

Changhagwon

rhythmic pattern or rhythmic cycle

a new song genre that emerged in the early twentieth century

an hourglass drum 

song theater

a training institute for court musicians, the former National 
Classical Music Institute

ch'angjak
W

ch'angjak kugak
m m

newly-composed

newly-composed Korean traditional music
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ching
4

chinyangjo

chippak
m

ch'wita

chdng'ak

chdnganbo

chdngdae

Chdngup
m

chdnt'ong kugak 

Choyang gurakbu

ch'uk
%

chungmori

dong'hak 
© ̂  

dong'yo 
%8-

gallacfi'inda

haegtim

hcmbae

Han'guk umak 

hung
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a small gong

the slowest changdan [rhythmic pattern] in the folk music 
genre

a director of an old traditional orchestra 

military music, used for processional purposes 

elite music

a traditional notational system indicating both pitches and the 
durations

an inclination toward a higher or larger self 

the former name of "Sujechon" 

old Korean traditional music

a private music institution during the period of Japanese 
colonization

a percussion instrument

a rhythmic pattern of moderate tempo in the folk music genre

Eastern learning

children's song

play both hands separately

a two-string spike fiddle

a basic unit of counting rhythm in traditional music

Korean music

enthusiasm
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hwaibudong

hwandu

harmony with individuality

A kind of structure in traditional music, indicating different 
first half [head] in the repeated portion

hwap'yong
m

hwimori
$ 5 #

hyang p'iri 

hydn'gum 

hydngsdng 

kabo reform 

kagok
M

kanum

Karaktdri,

kayagum

fd
7l

Id
7\
kisaeng 

komungo
i'S-i

kugagin

kugak

Kugakhak yonguhoe 

Kugaksa yangsdngso

peace through regulation of one's emotions

a fast rhythmic pattern of folk music

a bamboo oboe with double reed

a zither similar to both kayagum and kdmungo

formation

social reform

an art song

middle tones

the fourth movement of "Yongsanhoesang"

a 12-string zither

energy 

a vessel

female entertainer

a 6-string zither

music specialists of Korean traditional music

Korean traditional music

Traditional music study group

Institute for Traditional Music Performers
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Kungnip kugagwon

kwangdae

kyemydn
F te

kung
■i

minsogak

minyo
'Qfi-

mokt'ak
m

Nagycmgch'dn

nong
%

nong'ak
%%

o

pak
*

p'ansori
Zt& j

P'ipa

p'iri
5?|̂ J
puk
%

pydnjong
3&£

pySngju

p'yon'gydng
m

p'ydng

saeak
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The National Classical Music Institute (NCMI) 

male entertainer

a mode of Korean traditional music 

a central note of a scale 

folk music 

a folk song genre 

a temple block

a court music repertoire originating from Song Dynasty China 

inflection

farmer's band music

a percussion instrument, in the shape of a wooden tiger 

a wooden clapper 

an epic song drama 

a four stringed instrument of China 

a bamboo oboe with double reed 

a barrel drum 

a set of bronze bells 

a duet

a set of stone chimes 

a mode of Korean traditional music 

chamber music
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Saeya Saeya
yOj

samhydn yukgak

Samguksagi
^ A f7 \

samulnori

sanjo

Sejong shillok

semach'i

shijo
A *
shin kugak

shin sosol

shinawi
A tf#

Shinto
A.%

sigimsae
A 2A

sogum

song'in
A t

sdn'yul
A t

Sujech'dn

Taehakhubo

taegum
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a children's folksong, "Birdie Birdie"

the standard ensemble of three strings, six winds and 
percussion

History of the Three Kingdoms; written in 1145 A.D.

a new genre of percussion ensemble

a solo fantasia-like folk music genre which proceeds from 
slow to fast

Annals of King Sejong

a fast rhythmic pattern frequently used for joyful folk songs 

A song genre of court music 

neo-traditional music 

new novel

an improvisational instrumental ensemble of folk music

Japanese religion

ornamentations called living tone'

a small transverse flute

a ruler of a country

melody

a royal banquet music

a score book of court music repertoires from King Sejo period 
(1455-1468 A.D.).

a transverse flute
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Taehan Minguk 
Imshi Chongbu

tangjdk

tanmori

Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea 

a small flute

a very fast changdan [rhythmic pattern] of the folk music 
genre

tanso

tasurum

Taryong

a wind instrument, an end-blown notched bamboo pipe

a slow, free opening section of court music

one of the movements in "Yongsanhoesang" and also a court 
music genre

Toduri

Tong'yang umak 
yonguso

m i

umak

um-yang
4 #

uri
■?el

yang'ak

yangban

yanggum

Yiwangjik aakbu

Yomillak

Yongsanhoesang

a court music genre in which similar materials return, unlike 
hwandu

Asian Music Research Institute of Seoul National University

structure

music

dual principle of energy {yin and yang)

a pronoun meaning "our" or "us"

Western music

noble class

a dulcimer

royal conservatory of court music during Yi dynasty

a court music

a court music of eight or nine movements
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ydnum connecting notes

Yukjabaegi a folk song
■frl-Vfel

yuljabo a traditional notational system, indicating only pitches (yuls)

zheng a Chinese zither similar to kayagum
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APPENDIX B

Glossary of Korean Traditional Instruments

Used in Orchestral Works of Ch'angjak Kugak

The instruments that are used most frequently in ch'angjak kugak [new 

traditional music] are included in this list. Other instruments are described in the text 

as they appear in relation to particular pieces. The range of pitch for each instrument 

is indicated in Figure 5. The description below of Korean traditional instruments is 

largely based on two books: Korean Musical Instruments: A  Practical Guide 

(Howard 1988) and Han'gukakki taegwan [Instruments of Korean Traditional 

Music] (Chang Sa-hun 1969).

Wind Instruments

P'iri A small cylindrical pipe typically constructed from a length of
S|2| bamboo, with a normative eight finger holes and an oversized 

bamboo double reed. Often translated as oboe.
Approximately 30 cm long. An important instrument for both 
court and folk music ensembles as it often takes a leading role.

Sogum A small transverse flute with a large blowing hole and six 
finger holes. It belongs to the family of taegitm. 
Approximately 43 cm long. (so=small; gum=blowing 
instrument):
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Taegum A large transverse flute made from a length of yellow bamboo 
with prominent nodes. It has a large blowing hole and six 
finger holes. Approximately 80 cm long. An important 
instrument in both folk and court music traditions as it serves 
as a symbol of national identity in a number of legends. Often 
called a "magical flute" and has its own taegum sanjo 
[scattered melodies] style. (fcze=large; gwm=blowing 
instrument)

Tangjdk A small transverse flute similar to sogum with a large blowing 
hole with six finger holes. It originated from China unlike the 
native instrument sogum.

Tanso An end-blown bamboo notched pipe with five finger holes, the 
first being at the rear for the thumb. Approximately 40 cm 
long. Known as a court music instrument Its main role is to 
perform a duet with either yanggtim [dulcimer] or 
saeng'hwang [mouth organ]. (tan=short; so=pipe)

String Instruments

Ajaeng A half-tube long zither. It is about 150-160cm long and 24cm
wide. The seven silk strings are each stretched over a 
movable bridge made from hardwood and bowed with a 
rosined stick of forsythia wood. The soundboard is made from 
paulonia and the instrument's back and sides are typically 
chestnut. At the bowed end a non-integral collapsible stand 
supports the instrument while at the end it rests on the floor. It 
is popular folk instrument because it combines the sounds of 
plucked kayagum with the bowed haegum to both imitate the 
voice and provide accompaniment

Haegum A two string spike fiddle, combining the sustained quality of
aerophone tones with the characteristics of string resonance.
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Known for the presence of all eight primary materials that 
define the "eight timbres [p'al'itm]” of the Chinese 
classificatory system: a bamboo resonator and neck, wooden 
pegs, rosin (earth), a metal base plate, silk strings, a gourd 
bridge, leather on the bow, and a coating of crushed stone 
inside the resonator.

Kayagum A 12-string half-tube plucked zither with movable bridges. Its
body is made from a single piece of paulownia wood with a 
slightly convex front A large rectangular opening allows the 
soundbox to be hollowed out from behind. The twelve strings 
are made from wound raw silk. They run from pegs beneath 
the top end of instrument over a low fixed bridge curved to 
match the body, across individual movable bridges made from 
hardwood, to looped cords. Reverse string is held in coils 
behind each cord loop and the cords themselves are anchored 
to the hom. It enjoys its status as the most popular traditional 
instrument with its famous sanjo form. It is often regarded as 
a woman's instrument in contrast to the kdmungo as a man's 
instrument. {kaya=am ancient Korean Kingdom, c. sixth 
century A.D.; gum=string instrument)

Kdmungo A six-string half zither with sixteen fixed frets and three
TfSlL movable bridges. Known also as hyon'gum (/tyon=black;

gum=zither). Its six twisted silk strings vary in thickness and 
are plucked by a bamboo stick. Movable bridges sit beneath 
the three outer strings and only the central strings run across 
fixed frets. Its soundboard is made from paulownia wood 
while harder woods are used for the instrument's back and 
sides. Where the strings are plucked the soundboard is 
protected by a leather cover. The body construction and the 
method of attaching the strings have much in common with 
the kayagum. The kdmungo, known as an instrument for the 
elite, was played in virtually all literati ensembles.
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Yanggum A box zither or dulcimer that came from Europe. It is flat and
trapeziform, 69cm on its longest side (the side nearest the 
player), 41cm on the opposite side, and 25cm on the two 
shortest sides. The lid is placed as a stand underneath the 
instrument and a single bamboo beater is used to strike the 
metal strings. (yang=westem; gum=zither)

Percussion Instruments

Changgo A double headed drum with a body shaped like an hourglass.
Its body is usually made of wood. Pottery versions are often 
found but are rarely used in recent performances. Its wooden 
bodies are normally turned from a single section of paulownia 
trunk and consist of two bowls, one slightly larger than the 
other, connected by a hollow waist. The two skins of the 
changgo are stretched around a circular metal ring. They are 
not attached to the body but a cord is threaded through metal 
hooks placed at eight points on each ring and laced between 
the two heads; this holds the heads tightly against the body. 
The skins are larger than the circumference of each bowl, 
hence in accompaniment a stick (ydl ch'ae) can strike the 
overlap beyond the bowl rim. Y81 ch'ae, the stick that is used 
to strike the right hand skin of the changgo is between 35cm to 
45cm in length. As the most widely used of all traditional 
instruments, it provides the rhythmic patterns (changdan) to 
the various types of music in both court and folk traditions. 
(c/uzng=stick; go=drum)

Ching A gong, considered the king of instruments. It produces a
majestic and less brash sound than other types of gong. It is 
held in the left hand and is struck at its center with a stick held 
in the right The dominant pitch of a good instrument rising 
shortly after it is struck. It is said to enforce group unity and
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Ch'uk
*

Chwago
2&L

Kkwaenggwari

O
°\

musicians describe its player as the head of a folk band 
(samulnori). The size of the instrument is about 40cm in 
diameter on the playing edge with an inward-sloping rim 
about 8cm deep.

A trapeziform box smaller at the base (44cm2) than the top 
(55cm2) painted green with typical motifs of clouds and 
mountains. It is mounted on a wooden stand. A thick stick 
inserted through a central hole is struck against the base of the 
box three times to produce a heavy percussive pattern after the 
pak signals the start of a piece.

A large barrel drum with cowskin heads decorated with the 
Yin-Yang symbol of interlocking commas hung vertically in a 
simple frame and struck with a single stick. It is used to 
emphasize points of accent. It is used in rituals and court 
banquets. (chwa=seat; go=drum)

A small metal gong. It is hit with beaters that may comprise 
either a simple length of wood or a wooden disc at the end of 
thin shaft of young, flexible bamboo. It is about 19cm and 
22cm in diameter on the playing edge with an inward-sloping 
rim about 3cm and 4cm deep. The rim is held with the thumb 
of the left hand pressing from above and the second finger 
supporting beneath. Two types of kkwaeggwari are known: 
sharp, high pitched instruments are known as male and the 
smooth and dark lower-pitched instruments as female. 
Instruments of both sexes have a remarkably complex and 
penetrating harmonic spectrum (Howard 1988:40).

A wooden tiger, reclining on a wooden stand. It is about 
100cm long and 40cm high and has a prescribed 27 notches 
along its backbone. A bamboo stick, split at its end into a 
brush, signals the end of a piece when it is dragged down the 
backbone three times.
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A clapper consists of six slabs bound with cord through holes 
cut near their top edges and are played by the director of an 
ensemble. The outer slabs are held apart at their bases and the 
set are cracked together once at the beginning of a piece and 
three times to signal its conclusion. In the Rite to Royal 
Ancestors the pak signals changes (Song Bang-song 1973:
48). (pak= to strike)

A shallow double-headed barrel drum. It is also a generic 
term for drum. Its bodies are normally made from a single 
piece of wood, chosen for strength and clarity. Cow, deer or 
calf skins are used, laced together with leather thongs cut from 
the same skin. The size of puk varies from about 35cm to 
40cm in diameter and from 20cm to 25cm in depth, and the 
role of the instrument is to emphasize stressed beats. It is 
widely used for both court and folk music genres.

A set of 16-stone chimes. Each chime is "L"-shaped, about 
30cm long on its shorter side and 45cm on its longer side.
Each chime is hung by a red cord tied through a hole drilled 
into the comer between the long and short sides. The chimes 
share the pitch organization of the bells except that they sound 
an octave higher (from c' to d^'). A similar mallet is used. It 
is, along with p'ydnjong, the most impressive instrument 
extant in Korea (Howard 1988:41). (/>y<5n=collected; 
gyorcg=chime)

A set of 16 bells suspended in two rows on a richly decorated 
frame. Each bell is elliptical rather than round and has a small 
raised knob near its rim. The knob is hit with the tip of a 
mallet made from deer or cow-hom to produce a pre
determined pitch, though in the past two sticks have been 
used. The player sits on the ground immediately behind the 
instrument Bells on the upper row ascend chromatically left
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to right from g# to d#' and the lower row ascend chromatically  

right to left from c to g. (p'yon=collected; jong=bell)
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Drawings of Korean Traditional Instruments 
Used in Orchestral Works of Ch'angjak Kugak
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Appendix C 

Scores of Music Discussed in the Text

1. "Sujech'dn" 209

2. "T'aryong" from "Yongsanhoesang" 232.

3. Symphony No. 1 of Yi Song-ch'6n (1963) 241

4. "Young Person's Guide to the Traditional Orchestra" 282.
of Yi Song-ch'on (1974)

5. Symphonic Poem, "My Country I—Country of Morning Calm" 319
of Yi Song-ch'on (1981)

6. Symphony No. 5 ("Prelude to T'aryQng") of Yi Song-ch'on (1986) 359

7. Symphony No. 4 ("The Four Saints") of Yi S6ng-ch'6n (1988) 405

8. Symphony No. 10 ("We are the World") of Yi Song-chdn (1988) 460
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"T'aryong" from " Yongsanhoesang" 

by Yi Song-ch'dn
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Ŵ r 3 m* r j - i

rr-r

A3««)'

35211

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



353

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



m

37

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without



356

39
^5

l*C -----------=

1

P , & j a i 4 V ^ J I J 1tr r  1 A1 Jv  r pr

i p* ■C- i

f 1 Pf

i  ̂-

(" r WĴ
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