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PROGRAM NOTES

The Korean term han originates from the Sinitic-language sen (1R) conveying pity and

regret. This Chinese character amalgamates two different characters, one that denotes the mind
and the other the state of limitation or stagnancy. This idea of impasse in one’s mind is central to
the concept of han in Korea, a feeling of unresolved anger, grief, and regret that has been
prolonged and accumulated over time. It has been identified that 4an, like trauma, suffers from
its delayed manifestation which results in its ambivalent, paradoxical, and transgenerational
quality.!

In the first movement of my string quartet Han, the traditional Korean tune, Saeya,
Saeya, Parang Saeya (Birds, Birds, Blue Birds) is used to describe the concept of han. The
origin of this melody owes much to why I selected this tune to describe Aan. It is both a lullaby
and an elegy. It was sung to commemorate Bong-jun Jeon, one of the leaders in Donghak
Peasant Revolution (1894-95), an armed rebellion in Korea by aggravated peasants against the
corrupt government. It was also sung by the widows of the Jeon’s army as a lullaby for their
babies. I found that these historical qualities of the original melody resemble the complexity of
han that encompasses grief, regret, and hope. The original melody is stated at the beginning, and
its fragments appear in different shapes and emotions, sometimes peaceful like a lullaby and

other times explosive and pleading.

! Meera Lee, “Sorrowful Feeling: Han and Its Haunting Legacies,” Telos 184 (2018): 106.
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The second movement imitates the color and intensity of singing style of pansori, Korean
musical storytelling performed by a singer and drummer. Written without barlines, this
movement acts like a monologue or recitative after the slow developing yet dramatic first
movement.

The third movement is inspired by sanjo, which is a Korean musical genre that features a
solo instrument accompanied by janggu (a Korean hourglass drum). In sanjo, chuimsae (vocal
signals) is used by the drummer to add to the musical excitement and to communicate with the
audience as well as the soloist.

The title of the fourth movement, Mu, means not, nothing, or without. I named this
movement as such because this movement does not have a recognizable melody, yet expresses
itself through dynamics, texture, and register. Here I wanted to write about the aspect of han
having to do with the repression of repulsive elements deep within our psyche, which when
allowed to surface can incite a visceral feeling within oneself so strong as to induce a desire to
purge as a consequence. My goal was to create music that captures the process of purging these
emotions from one’s being, and try to make something beautiful out of this. In the process of
doing so, I hoped to challenge traditional aesthetics of what can be considered beautiful music
and, as a consequence, beautiful emotions.

The final movement, Maum, means heart or mind in Korean. It calls for Amita Buddha, a
cosmic energy called into presence through the syllables. Through repetitious calling, chanting,
singing, and meditating, [ try to reach the state of emptiness, awareness, and the resolution of

han.
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PERFORMANCE NOTES
In the first movement, glissandos should cover all notes in between which is to be
distinguished from portamento.
The second movement is to be played from using the full score rather than parts.
Accidentals carry over in a measure. In the second movement where there is no barline,
accidentals carry over the entire movement.

In the third movement, x noteheads represent indefinite pitches when used in the parts for
strings. In the janggu part, it refers to hitting the rim part of the janggu side. ¥ noteheads

represent chuimsae, vocal signals to express excitement as well as use it as a way to
communicate with the audience.

In the fifth movement, the rhythm of vibrato is sometimes notated to imitate melodic
ornamentations. Other times, it is accompanied by a squiggly line above when it does not require
a specific thythm. The length of a squiggly line represents the approximate length of vibrato.
Players may sing an octave higher or lower than what is written, depending on their singing

register.
Following microtones were used: quarter sharp * , three quarter sharp # , quarter flat

d , and three quarter flat db



ABSTRACT

My dissertation, Han: Otherness and Syncretism, is a 26-minute video-dance and
performance video of Han for string quartet, in collaboration with filmmaker Toko Shiiki,
Converge String Quartet, dancer and choreographer Rie Kim and Jun Wakabayashi.

The work attempts to transform static notions of identity as fixed by appearance and
language by suggesting multiple identities, cultural hybridity, and women’s experiences in an
intercultural context by merging visual and musical art and re-appropriating technological modes
of presentation. The composition itself promotes a syncretic approach to these themes by
drawing from diverse musical sources such as Korean, traditional, folk, American, and European
music and representing marginalized female voices with the concept of han, a feeling of
unresolved grief and resentment that has been accumulated over time.

The musical work is in five movements. The first movement is an exploration of the
concept of han using a Korean folksong Saeya, Saeya, Parang Saeya, represented in the video by
different imageries and movements in white color. The second movement emulates the sonority
of pansori to express more explosive aspects of 4an. In contrast to the previous movement, the
video utilizes the contrast created by juxtaposing red and black as well as faster and expressive
dancing movements. The third movement Sanjo functions as a connecting movement between
the first and second half of the piece, where musicians remove their half-masks and reveal their

faces to introduce human-ness, which has been intentionally obscured in previous movements.
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The fourth movement Mu tries to embody emotions flowing out of a confined space with its
explosive musical language using dynamics, contour, texture, and timbre and with imageries that
invoke raw and expressive qualities. The fifth movement is a meditation borrowing from the
practice of chanting in Korean Buddhism with its repetitious melodies and the use of the moktak

instrument.
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Play box A to B until rehearsal U
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J = ca. 100 Passionate and mournful

like a whale, 1/4 vib. whenever possible
all the shapes, pitches, and rhythms are approximate
consecutive 16th notes show density, not the actual rhythm
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