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Introduction  

 It is late on a Monday night, and from the basement of an aging university 

building the throbbing sound of drum beats rises through the ceiling, catching the ear of 

everyone who passes through and threatening the livelihood of shaking chandeliers.  The 

sound is muffled, but its power can still be felt, the strength of the music unhindered by 

the walls surrounding it.  Below, visitors to the basement cannot help changing their path, 

cannot help being drawn around the corner, into the room from which the sounds 

emanate.  To their amazement, it is not an amplified drumset, it is not a few students 

banging away on American-style drums.  What they find is a large group of students, 

seated on the floor in a circle, each playing an instrument. The visitors do not recognize 

any of the instruments. Most of what they see are drums, but not ones they have ever seen 

before. A few people are playing something different, some kind of miniature gong that 

makes an almost shreiking sound, and the visitors try to restrain themselves from holding 

their ears as they observe.  After the instruments, they notice the students.  Many of the 

musicians are Asian, but there are a few who are not.  They seem serious, intent on what 

they are playing, but there are some who are smiling, a few who are making eye contact 

and laughing at each other, clearly enjoying themselves.  It seems they are playing the 

same thing over and over again and slowly it increases in speed.  The drummers' arms 

move quickly, alternating between hitting both sides of a drum, and the beat continues to 

get faster and faster.  All of a sudden someone yells out, a word the visitors don't 

understand, and the person continues to yell the word over and over again.  Other people 

start to yell and in a matter of seconds everyone is yelling together, their voices and their 

music in unison. There are now many smiles and the beat gets faster and faster until no 

one can continue to play and the music ends in a flurry of sound.  The visitors have left, 

impressed but not really understanding what they have seen, and the musicians do not 

even notice their disappearance. Instead, they take a moments rest and begin again, this 

time with a more lilting and calm beat, but they play it with the same emotion and 
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passion, driven by the energy created in playing the last beat, and filled with an 

overwhelming and unexplanable love for the music they are creating. 

 The students I have described are a part of a growing number in the United States 

who are members of poongmul-p'aes, organizations dedicated to learning traditional 

Korean folk music.  The instruments they are playing have been used by farmers and 

shamans on the Korean peninsula for hundreds of years, and now these students are trying 

to learn the same music and play it in the United States.  The question is how these 

students even know about the music.  How did they happen upon the opportunity to learn 

how to play the instruments used in this music?  The members of the group do not come 

from similar backgrounds. They are Korean, Korean American, Chinese American, 

Japanese American, Caucasian, and this covers only their ethnic backgrounds.  They are 

studying different subjects, planning different futures, and remembering different pasts.  

The only thing that holds this group of people together is a love for this music, a music 

that to many others is simply the music of Korean peasants. 

 The questions raised above are in a sense only the beginning.  To inquire into the 

existence of a group of students in the United States who are learning to play traditional 

Korean instruments is to ask a question of the culture in which they live and why this 

music has come to be a part of it.  This then is only a starting point for the larger inquiry 

into why there has been such a tremendous rise in interest in Korean folk music over the 

last thirty years.  What we are looking at is something modern, something existing at the 

end of the twentieth century, but it must be seen in the light of hundreds of years of 

historical and cultural developments on the Korean peninsula, and subsequently within 

the Korean Diaspora.  This is not simply a discussion of how music transverses the 

borders of nations, it is a discussion of how music exists within a nation, and what 

function it has as a part of that nation's culture.  Music has been said to be one organ 

within the cultural organism, functioning in some important and vital way to the survival 

of that organism. (Nettl 137) In this way, changes in the organism can affect the life of the 



4 

music, and changes in the music can affect the life of the organism. The relation of this 

analogy to the appearance of traditional Korean folk music in the United States becomes 

incredibly clear when we look to the history of the music as a part of the history of the 

Korean people. The folk music of Korea has been used in the formation of modern 

Korean national identity and the culture of the Korean Diaspora, and what we must now 

ask is how this has happened and why it has happened. Only through these questions will 

we hopefully be able to answer our initial one - What is the place of this music in the 

lives of these American students? 

 

Early History 

Nongak I 

 We must begin our discussion, if at all possible, with the beginning.  In the 

simplest of terms the music we will be discussing is old.  Though the term Nongak, or 

Korean farming music, came into use only during the Japanese colonization of Korea 

during the early Twentieth Century (Kim, Yang-gon 1967, 31), the music itself is thought 

to be linked to the earliest moments of agriculture on the Korean peninsula.  Kim Yang-

gon explains that "this supposition is based on the fact that the movements of the dance 

are similar to farming actions and that farmer's dance has existed as an attachment to a 

dure, a collective labor unit, a peculiar aspect of Korea's rural life." (Kim Yang-gon 1967, 

4)  The oldest historical data to support this is found in Chen Shou's San Kuo Chih, dated 

297 AD, in which he states that  

 

In Mahan [Part of the State of Chin, now Southern ROK, 2nd cen., BC, 

Eckert et al 17-18] the people held a festival to honor the God at the time 

of sowing in May and of harvesting in October.  All of them assembled 

together, enjoyed singing and dancing day and night-without pause, 

forming lines, circling around, stamping on the ground and clapping their 

hands according to set rhythms (qtd. in Kim Yang-gon 1967, 5-6). 
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As we will see, the description evokes the festivals that have taken place much more 

recently, in which the farmers' band plays an important role. In setting this time frame for 

the origin of the music however, we have done little more than establish its longevity, and 

to honestly grasp the reason for the music's enduring nature, we must look to the music 

itself and the culture in which it lived. 

 

The Instruments 

 Nongak is, on the whole, a percussive musical form, with multiple instruments 

imperative to its performance.  The lead instrument is the Kkwenggari (or Kkwoenggari), 

a small gong, made of iron, silver, brass, or gold, that is approximately 25 centimeters in 

diameter.  It is used for "producing rhythm and exchanging dialogue with the drums.  

Held in the left hand, it is struck with a wooden mallet held in the right hand to produce a 

metallic sound." (Kim Yang-gon 1967, 8)  The ringing, high-pitched sound is dampened 

with the left hand on the inner side of the gong and a staccato sound can be made by 

holding the kkwenggari with the left hand while hitting it.  In general however the bright 

and dynamic sound of the kkwenggari is what makes it such a good leading instrument 

because it can easily be heard above all of the other instruments. 

 The second gong used is the Ching (or Jing), and though similar to the 

kkwenggari, it is 40 centimeters in diameter and is held from a cord "in the left hand, 

[and] it is struck with a wooden stick having a nob of straw or cloth at its extreme." (Kim 

Yang-gon 1967, 8)  The metal is also much thicker and the sound produced is deep and 

resonant.  The Ching is only hit on the most important beats of a rhythm, in order to keep 

the rhythm constant and help keep the other instruments in time, but its sound 

reverberates throughout the entire beat.  Keith Howard has said that when nongak troops 

played, this was the instrument "that could be heard in the distance." (Howard 

Introduction 30) 
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 The Changgo (or Chang-ko, Janggo) is a drum that can be found in nearly all 

Korean folk music genres.  (ibid.)  It is an hourglass-shaped drum with skins made of 

either ox or dog skin, with dog skin being preferred because of its strength and stretching 

ability." (ibid.)  The drum is played on its side, and is hit on both of the heads. The left 

side is hit with a mallet, held perpendicular to the ground, and the skin on this side is 

thicker, such that a deeper sound is produced when the head is hit.  The right side is hit 

with a long thin bamboo stick that is held at about a 40 degree angle to the ground. This 

creates a much sharper sound that can be varied by hitting the skin with slightly different 

motions.  The pitch of the right skin can also be varied by tightening the strings that hold 

the skins to the body of the drum.  The difference in sound of the two heads has symbolic 

value for the farming culture of Korea;  "the low notes insinuate the gentle and slow but 

steady nature of the calf while the high notes suggest the nimble movements of the 

horse." (Lee Hye-ku 38)  The changgo is typically attached to the chest of the musician by 

tying a long piece of fabric to both ends of the drum and draping it over the person's right 

shoulder.  Another piece of fabric is tied to the right side of the drum, wrapped around the 

player's waist and then tied to the right side of the drum again so the drum can be pulled 

tight and close to the body and will not move while the player is dancing and drumming 

at the same time. 

 The last of the four major instruments is the Buk, a barrel drum that is about 30 

centimeters in diameter and is covered in skin with a hollow inside (Kim Yang-gon 1967, 

8).  A thick wooden stick is used to hit it and only one side is hit at a time, although both 

sides can be used to lengthen the life span of the instrument.  The sound produced is deep 

and very loud and for this reason it "is used primarily to reinforce the fundamental beat." 

(Heyman "Korean" 97)  The buk, like the ching, can be used to help keep the other 

musicians on time, especially if the lead kkwenggari player is doing variations on the beat 

that might be distracting otherwise.  In some instances however, this drum may be used 
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for variations while the other instruments keep time, because with the buk's powerful 

sound this dynamic can be very exciting. 

 There is also a hand drum called a Sogo.  This drum is a round wooden instrument 

with a diameter of fifteen inches, and it has a handle so that it can be held easily while 

dancing. (Kim Yang-gon 1967, 8) The sogo is hit with a drumstick, but its sound is so 

quiet that it does not play a role in the dynamics of the music.  The sogo player is called 

the sang-mu and he wears a hat with a long paper streamer attached to it. The streamer is 

called a yul-tool-bahl, and the sang-mu can "twirl the long streamer around his head in 

circles, and by thrusting his head forward, he can shape it into a myriad of interesting 

forms that provide endless amusement for the spectator." (Heyman "Dances" 33) 

 The only non-percussive instrument used in nongak is the Hojok. Made of iron, 

the instrument is one meter long and can be separated into two pieces.  "Most melodic 

among the farmer's musical instruments, the hojok is so rich in volume that its sound 

alone can competer with the combined volume of all the other instruments." (Kim, Yang-

gon 1983, 101) 

 

The Ture 

 We now have a feel for the instruments these farmers played, but in saying that 

this is the music of farmers, we do not have a complete picture until we understand what 

role farming communities and the agricultural life played on the Korean peninsula in the 

past.  Prior to the modernization which began in full force during the twentieth century, 

the lives of most Koreans were centered on agricultural life.  The people played no role in 

the political whereabouts of the peninsula, instead filling their lives with fulfilling the 

inherent needs of the people.  In this sense we may consider theirs a "folk" culture, if we 

define folk "as the opposite of officialdom or ruling class." (Han 11)  This music then, is 

folk music and we should consider it within an understanding of the daily lives of those 

who found value in it. 
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 As mentioned before, nongak is often seen as directly related to the Korean 

agricultural organization called a Ture (Dure).  A "ture was an organization in which 'all' 

male members of the village carried out paddy-field work on 'all' lots of the irrigated 

farms through a 'joint labor' system, by means of 'mutual help' in solidarity as a 

community." (Shin 4)  As we have also recognized in terms of nongak, the origin of the 

ture has most often been determined through the use of Chinese records from visits to the 

peninsula.  Shin Yong-ha references passages of Tung-i-ch'uan (Story of the Eastern 

Barbarians), Weichih (Account of Wei), and Sankuochih (History of Three States), to 

trace the use of ture back to the Three Hans (Three Kingdoms), Koguryo, Paekche, and 

Silla, which were all fully developed by the end of the fourth century.  (Shin 6) This 

places the existence of ture in close relation to the recognized presence of nongak 

troupes.  We will explore this relation in detail shortly, but must first better understand 

the organization of a ture.  

 A ture usually consisted of all the adult males of a villages, with ages ranging 

from 16 to 56, and there were approximately 20 to 50 members, depending on the size of 

the settlement (Shin 9).  According to Shin, participation in the ture of one's own village 

was not optional for any eligible man.  "Its membership was obligatory and of a totalistic 

nature.  In case an adult male with a normal unit of labor refused to join it, settlement 

members either alienated him from ordinary contact,...imposed whipping punishment, or 

expelled him from the village."(Shin 10)  However extreme this sounds, the benefits of 

the organization for the village as a whole were clearly what put the group's desires above 

those of the individual. In the most common form ture members worked together to take 

care of all the irrigation, rice-seedling transplantation, and weeding on each individual 

farm.  Shin attributes several important social functions to this system.  First, the ture can 

be seen as a "training ground for cooperative life." (Shin 10) Members become 

accustomed to the necessary "systematic cooperative actions in the overall life of an 

agricultural society." Not only did the ture prepare them to "overcome the strenuous 
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struggle against nature and the difficulty of life as farmers," it did so by uniting the 

members in a common effort. (ibid.)  Secondly, the ture increased the efficiency and 

productivity of farming.  "Joint labor of the ture could accomplish 50 percent more than 

what could be done by the aggregate of individual labor." (ibid.) The benefits of this for a 

farming community are clear.  The third most significant quality of the ture was its role of 

mutual help within the village.  We have said that all able bodied males were required to 

be a part of the ture, but that does not mean that the families of the sick or elderly were 

excluded from the benefits of the organizations' work.  The "ture's role of mutual help 

functioned as forming a social security for widows and the sick of the village and for all 

the villagers at the same time in case of an emergency among them." (ibid.)  All of these 

characteristics can be seen has contributing to an increased sense of unity and community 

spirit.  The people worked together to help themselves and were united against the 

authority figures above them who did not ensure that they were always taken care of.  We 

cannot however assume that the ture accomplished all of these things simply through 

joint labor.  The music of the farmers played a large role in the success of their 

organization.   

 

Nongak II  

 "Nongak was an important element in the ture community.  A point to be stressed 

here is the fact that nongak derived originally from ture." (Shin 5)  Shin feels that the 

members of the ture created nongak over time as a form of "group labor music."  Jean 

Hye-ku has stated a similar case, using Karl Buchler's argument that we can say "rhythm 

originated from labor, [by] comparing the process of movement in doing labor to the 

rhythmical movement in play and art," (Jean 72) to support the argument that nongak was 

created for use within the ture system.  It is also possible that the music was introduced 

by some other means and then incorporated into the farming system.  What is more 

important than the absolute nature of any of these theories is the understanding that 



10 

nongak and the ture system have been closely linked for hundreds of years, and the 

success of the ture cannot be recognized without looking at the power of nongak. 

 The most relevant contributions of nongak center on its ability to improve the 

atmosphere of the farmer's day.  Nongak "provided rhythm to the labor [and] it combined 

music with the labor creating the 'pleasure' of labor and managed to turn painful labor 

into a 'pleasant exercise'." (Shin 6)  The volume and exciting rhythm of the music 

overwhelmed the tiring repetition of  the farming process, and also provided  a way to 

relieve stress during breaks from work.  Not only did the music help to make the 

workload feel a bit lighter, it also increased the feeling of community that was formed by 

the ture.  The music "provided entertainment" for the village and this ability to entertain 

"managed to instill a sense of pride and confidence into farmers by providing pleasure 

and a sense of worthiness." (ibid.) Yet, these functions of the music cannot be made clear 

without taking a closer look at the way the music was incorporated into the labor process.  

This will also give us a better understanding of the music itself and the interaction of the 

different musicians.   

 Shin gives us a rare and detailed description of the way that this music is used to 

encourage the laborers. 

 

On the days of ture work, a nongak troupe played drums or nongak strains 

at the archery range located on a small green of the village to herald the 

time for gathering.  Then, the ture members gathered either at the ture 

office or at the shooting range and marched to the working lots in 

formation.  At the front of the formation, such'onggak hoisted the farmers' 

banner as the standard bearer.  Then followed yonggi (signal bearer) to 

guard the farmers' flag and nongak followed. . . .After that, ture members, 

with hoes on their shoulders, marched in single file to the music. . . .Once 

members reached the working lots, yongjwa erected the farmers' flag and 

the signal banner and ordered the start of work.  The members then went 

right into work under the command of the yongjwa. (Shin 13-4) 

The musicians continued to play throughout the day to make it easier for the farmers to 

work and sometimes during breaks in the workday the farmers would pick up the 
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instruments and play in order to refresh themselves.  They also sang songs along with the 

music to help keep them going.  All of these things enabled the farmers to work harder 

and work longer, thereby adding to the efficiency and productivity that was already 

improved through the group labor system. 

 We have only mentioned the first two members of the nongak troupe in the above 

description, and there were many more people who helped contribute to this process.  The 

previously mentioned farmers' flag is an important aspect of the troupe.  It most 

frequently was "suspended from a tall bamboo pole that is topped with a crown of 

pheasant feathers [and] the inscription on the standard usually reads 'Farmers are the 

Principals of the World',"  (Heyman "The Folk Dance" 32) or " 'nongja ch'onhaji taebon,' 

'Agriculture is the Foundation of the Universe'." (Chang 29)  The musicians are led by the 

sang-soe, the first kkwenggari player, who "wears a colored band around his waist and on 

his head a sangmo, which is a unique hat with a central tassel that swivels as the dancer 

moves." (Chang 29) This tassel can also be used to help the sang-soe signal to the other 

players the direction of an upcoming movement. (Heyman "The Folk Dance" 32) Other 

kkwenggari players, the pu-soe, chung-soe, etc.,  follow the sang-soe and are themselves 

followed by the ching-su, the player of the ching.  The first changgo player is called the 

su-changgo and he leads the rest of the changgos.  Behind them are the buk players and 

after that are the sogo players, although their importance lies more in the performances 

that occur not within the fields, but in the village.  The musicians filed in with the 

workers and supported them with the dynamic interaction of their instrumental play.  This 

however was not the only time that nongak music played a role in the life of Korean 

farming communities.  Through looking at the performances that did take place outside of 

the fields and apart from the working day we will understand better the connection 

between music and labor, and the other aspects of these farming people's culture, namely 

their religion. 
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 There were specific festivals related to the agricultural cycle in which the nongak 

group was expanded and they put on large performances for the entire village.  Homi-

ssishi, the "washing of the hoes," was held "to celebrate the achievement of the joint labor 

of the year after the weeding work was finished." (Shin 4)  During this festival all of the 

nongak members either played an instrument or were a part of various dramas. The 

musicians marched around a central part of the village and accompanying them were the 

"miming skits known as chapsaek." (Chang 29)  The characters of the skits were people 

from  the peasants' daily life and often the themes were satirical.  The people most often 

seen are: the yangban, a Korean nobleman; the taep'osu, a hunter;  the chung, a monk; the 

mudong, a small child who dances on the shoulders of an adult; and sometimes animals 

like a lion or a monkey. (Chang 29) All the ture members who were a part of the drama 

dressed, sang, and danced according to the role they played, and this provided much 

entertainment for the audience.  The festival was a great celebration and release for the 

entire village and it helped pull everyone together, not just the members of the ture, to 

rejoice in their life.  Homi-ssishi is not the only festival that centers on the use of this 

music, and in fact most of the festivals involve nongak in some way, but there is one in 

particular that we will use to explore more deeply the connection between this music and 

the community. 

 

Shamanism 

 At the time of the Lunar New Year the farmer's band will perform an exorcismal 

service, or a kut, for the community called Jishin Balpki (or Jishin-bahlgi), which means 

'stepping on the ground spirits,' or 'treading the earth.' (Heyman "The Folk Dance" 32; 

Han 8)  This event is a prime example of the relationship between nongak and religion in 

a Korean village, so in order to better understand it, we must first discuss the role of 

Shamanism in Korea's history.  It is said that "at the center of the oldest spiritual beliefs 

of the people of Korea is a shaman figure called a mudang." (Han 11) This person is 
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usually a woman and she comes into her position either by being born to mudang mother, 

or through experiencing a fit of possession in which the only way she can survive is to 

become a link between the earthly world and the spirit world.  Once a woman has learned 

the ways of a mudang, her role is to better the lives of those in the community.  In this 

sense, shamanism is a very practical religion, because its goals are simple.  "It's 

[shamanism's] principle objective is to bring fortune to the unfortunate-wealth to the 

poor, children to the childless, and abundant harvests of crops and fish to the farmers and 

fishermen." (Han 11)  The mudang exists as a part of the village in the same way that the 

ture does, both acting to the best of their abilities to ensure a good life for everyone in the 

village.  So, in the most basic and important sense, shamanism "aims at driving away 

unhappiness, trouble, and calamity and at bringing peace and harmony to the people." 

(Han 11)  The mudong accomplishes, or attempts to accomplish, this by bringing 

happiness first to the spirits of the ancestors of the village, and the spirits of the village 

itself-those that reside in the houses and trees and the ground.  If she accomplishes this, 

then the spirits will take care of the lives of the people. 

 In the kuts, or ritual exorcisms, that the mudang performs, she uses music to help 

bring the spirits down to the earth.  Even though the music is now called nongak, 

"originally other names such as kut, pungmul, or maegu were used to indicate a type of 

music for the purpose of driving away evil spirits."  (Chang 29) It is believed that the loud 

pulsating rhythm of the music cannot be ignored by the spirits and depending on what 

beats are played, the spirits are either pushed away from the area, or they are drawn down 

to the village where the mudang may then please them with offerings.  So, while the 

farmers have used this music to make agricultural life more bearable, it has also "been 

included in shaman rituals since the earliest times of Korean history." (Chang 29) With 

this background, we may go back to our discussion of Jishin Balpki, to see how what we 

have described as the two uses of the music exist in many ways as one. 



14 

 In Jishin Balpki, the musical portion of the ture, or the farmer's band, "goes 

around the village and visits each household . . . where they perform exorcist songs and 

dances, circling the house until all the evil spirits have been either chased out or pressed 

into the ground.  After the supplication of blessings for the year to come, they receive 

money, grain, food, and wine." (Heyman "The Folk Dance" 32)  In keeping with the 

holistic nature of the ture, some of the money gained from these performances was used 

to take care of needs of the group, like upkeep on the instruments, but the rest of the 

money was donated to the village, for use by anyone in need.  In an even more elaborate 

version of the new year's kut, ceremonial food, white paper, and candies are prepared to 

offer to the spirits, and the musicians go first "from the center of the village to the 

sonangdang (spirit house) which is usually located on the village outskirts.  The 

ceremony is presided over by either the oldest male member of the village or another man 

who is noted for his health, strength, and large family." (Chang 29)  After the ceremony is 

finished, the band will return to the village to visit each house, bringing all of the families 

good luck.   

 

Evolution of Nongak 

 Through all of these examples we realize that nongak, through its relationship as a 

part of the ture system and in its function as an important aspect of shamanism, has 

played an invaluable role in the history of the Korean peninsula. However, our discussion 

so far has been predominantly static.  The traditions we have explored have been seen as 

occurring repeatedly over time with little change in their nature.  However true this may 

have been a few hundreds of years ago, there have been many changes more recently.  

These changes are usually the result of changing patterns in the way Korea developed as a 

nation, and so we will look into some of the early changes before reaching our main 

discussion of the evolution of nongak into the twentieth century. 



15 

 Initially, as we have seen, nongak was closely tied to the ture system, but "since 

the social position of commoners was improved in pace with the growth of commercial 

capital . . . in the closing days of the Choson (1390-1910) period, nongak...came to be 

detached from the ture itself while improving as an independent art of the people." (Shin 

9) Shin describes three stages of development in nongak, beginning with "house-call 

nongak."  In this form, the nongak portion of the ture attempted to support itself if there 

were not enough ture funds to take care of their supply of instruments.  The musicians 

would simply go to some of the wealthier homes of the village and play for donations.  

This did not separate them from the ture, but it can be seen as the beginning of an effort 

to professionalize the music more, because the better the music was, the more money they 

would get. 

 In the next stage, "kollipp'ae (rice-begging troupe) nongak,"  the "village farmers 

organized nongak from the start for the purpose of earning income." (Shin 9)  Kollipp'ae 

would play in the marketplace or travel to other villages in hopes of donations of rice or 

food.  They were able to achieve this because they made their performances even more 

elaborate.  They included many chapsaek in their performance and they also had the 

sangsoe, the su-changgo, the sang-mu do individual performances that were more 

complicated.  These troupes often did even more kuts than the local groups and they had a 

larger repertoire of rhythms to go with them. 

 The third stage is the development of  "namsadangp'ae nongak."  Beginning in 

the 1300's, the namsadang were groups of actors, somewhat similar to Western gypsies, 

that traveled from village to village putting on shows. (Dunning 1) These troupes mixed 

with the nongak troupes to make their combined performances even more elaborate.  

Their traveling show now included "tightrope dancing, acrobatics, saucer-spinning, clown 

play, mask-dance and other programs in addition to the regular programs of nongak." 

(Shin 10)  These troupes traveled throughout the countryside and survived completely on 

the donations they received from their large productions.  Because these groups were no 
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longer affiliated with any specific village, we can see this as the point in the development 

of the music when there was no further relation to the ture.  This is not to say that ture 

troupes no longer existed, but they existed separate from the traveling namsadangp'ae 

nongak groups. 

 From these descriptions of exciting music and festivals filled with bright colors 

and elaborate performances, it is not too hard to imagine the children of Korean 

immigrants to the United States knowing about, and even wanting to play this music of 

their ancestors.  Modern history however, does not lend itself to that simple of a 

connection between the past and present. The groups we have described did not continue 

in these forms through the twentieth century.  But, in order to see why this happened, we 

must first understand the political changes that occured in Korea at the turn of the century 

and thereafter.  These political changes strongly affected the social welfare of the people, 

and as the music was closely related to the social lives of the people before the twentieth 

century, it continued to be after, changing as the times changed. 

 

Modern History 

Japanese Occupation  

 1910 marked the absolute end of the Choson dynasty, the time period in which 

much of what we have discussed took place.  In this year the Korean peninsula was made 

a colony by Japanese and a period of 35 years of forced assimilation began.  Japanese 

occupation affected the agricultural system in many ways.  On a large scale, the entrance 

of  a stronger monetary economy into the Korean system made people more aware of the 

possibilities of individual success, thereby detracting from the desire to participate in 

joint labor.  The need for joint labor itself was also reduced because of the introduction of 

more advanced agricultural technology, like weeding machines.  In addition, the Japanese 

land survey conducted between 1910 and 1918 contributed to a reduction in what 

commonly held land still existed in the villages. (Eckert et al 265)  Even "though most 



17 

land was held by personal title . . . small strips of common holding were one of the 

material foundations sustaining the existence of ture." (Shin12)  All of these contributed 

to the heightened demise of the ture system, and this alone probably would have caused a 

decline in nongak, but there were even more forces at work against the music itself.  The 

Japanese "regarded nongak, strangely enough, as a 'wasteful' folk practice," (Shin 13) not 

realizing its important connection with the agricultural system, or more likely not caring 

because the ture did not play a significant role in their plans for the peninsula.  The 

Japanese authorities also made changes in the way that ture money was distributed in the 

community.  The individual members were given a share of the proceeds from their work 

and there was no money left for the needs of the group.  This meant that "the occasion of 

homi-ssishi became reduced in size and the maintenance of nongak or the purchase of 

nongak instruments became difficult.  (Shin 14)  By 1915 in Ch'ungch'ongnam-do 

province, only five years after the beginning of occupation, "out of the total 197 ture, only 

164 ture, 83.2 percent, had nongak. "(Shin 16)  In addition, many of the remaining ture 

that still had nongak, had reduced their size, sometimes to only five members. 

 As we can see, the disappearance of nongak troupes can be directly correlated to 

changes within the ture system.  The same cannot be said for groups such as the 

namsadang, that were no longer directly affiliated with the agricultural system.  These 

groups however also suffered a beating because of the Japanese acts to eliminate any 

expressions of Korean cultural heritage.  Governor-General Minami Jiro (August 1936-

May 1942) was charged with completing "the ultimate eradication of all differences 

between the citizens of the Japanese homeland and the population of colonial Korea." 

(Eckert et al 315)  Clearly, this did not mean finding a way to blend the two cultures into 

one, rather  it meant finding a way to make Japanese culture the only culture. To reach 

this goal he needed to go far beyond simply forcing general use of the Japanese language; 

"this end would be achieved only when Koreans had been completely stripped of their 

Korean cultural identity (and indeed of their very racial memory) and had become 
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Japanese both in name and in reality, in body and in soul." (Eckert et al 315-6)  The 

General, and therefore the Japanese, did not succeed fully in their effort, but they did 

place a lasting mark on the face of Korean history and Korea's own self image.  We must 

take from this two things: first, simply that the presence of nongak and namsadang 

troupes was reduced due to Japanese technological and cultural influence, and second, 

that the Korean people were made very aware of this influence, in all aspects of their 

lives, and this recognition of the powerful influence of other cultures upon their own has 

not been easily forgotten. 

 

Independence 

 In the years between 1945 and 1970, Korea was faced with US and Russian  

occupation and the subsequent battle between brothers, the Korean War (1950-1953), that 

ended in the division of the peninsula.  It seems, that in such traumatic times, many 

would look to the traditions they had lost to find comfort through the changes.  Though 

this seems logical, I have found little data to back up the theory.  Kang Shin-pyo would 

attribute this to what he sees as the changed character of the Korean mindset.  "The 

Korean elite who grew up during the Japanese rule became quite different in nature from 

the elite of the Yi dynasty. . . .Brainwashed by the Japanese they came to underrate the Yi 

dynasty culture and harbor longing for the alien culture." (Kang 56)  This does not mean 

however that everyone acquired this homesickness for the colonial state.  The feelings of 

the majority of the people were expectedly quite the contrary.   Eckert et al describe a 

vague dichotomy of opinions among the Korean populace that arose at the end of the 

occupation.  The elite landowners and those who had collaborated with the Japanese fit 

closely with Kang's description, or were at least content with the status of the social 

system.  Though many "regarded change as inevitable, [they] were anxious to control and 

contain it so as to preserve their privileged positions in society."  (Eckert et al 328) The 

remaining majority of the people however, though brought together from diverse 
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backgrounds, were focused on the punishment of the collaborators, and the redistribution 

of wealth among the people through land reform.  This at the time was seen as a part of a 

rising communist movement on the peninsula, but can also be understood as a carryover 

of what we have seen as the traditional reliance on community for the assurance of the 

common good.  This dichotomy then can be seen as the continued separation of the elite 

and the masses.  Because the people made this effort to return in some sense to the pre-

occupation social system, it is likely that they also made efforts to recover many of the 

cultural traditions that had been stomped down by the Japanese.  Without documentation 

this cannot be a focus of our argument, but it can be taken into consideration as an aspect 

of the mindset of the people at this time.   

 

Nongak III 

 Korea has existed as a fully divided state since the end of military aggression in 

the Korean War in 1953.  For this reason there is relatively no material concerning the 

state of cultural affairs in North Korea available to the American public.  Therefore, 

despite hearsay about the maintenance of cultural traditions in the North, the rest of our 

discussion must be understood as relevant only to the Republic of Korea (South Korea).  

The next mention we have of nongak in Korea comes from the study done by Kim Yang-

gon between the years 1965 and 1967.  At the time of his study he determined "that the 

musical patterns and performing skills of the dance [were] gradually disappearing." (Kim 

Yang-gon 1967, 4)  It was for this reason that he felt it "very important that extensive 

research be organized as soon as possible so that these traditions can be recorded and thus 

preserved before they face extinction." (Kim Yang-gon 1967, 4)  The results of his study 

show us that if there was a resurgence in interest in this aspect of Korean culture after the 

occupation, it did not facilitate a large scale growth in the number of people playing the 

music.  The Korean government also recognized this decline and named Yi Yongu a 

In'gan Munhwajae (Human Cultural Asset) in 1966.  This meant that he was expected to 
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have general performances and teach others the skills of nongak.  (Howard "Why Do It" 

4)  By the 1980's however, when Keith Howard was doing research in this same area, the 

decline had continued.  He found that the attention given to the music by the government, 

the creation of an Important Intangible Asset (Chongyo Muhyong Munhwajae) category 

for nongak, even dividing it into four sections to cover regional differences of the bands, 

had actually had a somewhat negative effect.  The bands themselves, and the additional 

individuals who were named In'gan Munhwajae:  Yi Tolchon, Pak Kiha, Kim Mundal, 

Choe Unchang, and Kim Yongsun, were pulled away from the countryside. "Sponsorship 

within this preservation system [the national Cultural Asset system] increasingly directs 

musicians away from the time-honored contexts of local work and ritual toward urban 

entertainment." (Howard "Why Do It" 4)  In the attempt to preserve an aspect of 

traditional culture then, the best musicians were actually pulled away from the original 

uses of the music, hurting the chances of actually keeping the tradition alive in the 

countryside.  Additionally in his study, Howard found that by the 1980's many  leaders of 

the bands were quite old or had already passed away and this had blown out the flame of 

many of the troupes.  

 With this in mind, it is even harder to understand how this music reached the US.  

Obviously the need for it in the Korean countryside had decreased tremendously since the 

turn of the century, and it seems likely that as a musical form it should have slowly 

disappeared from use.  But, if we allow that the playing of the same instruments and 

similar beats by students in the US can be seen as some kind of a continuation, then the 

music has been kept very much alive.  The key to this may lie partly in a comment 

Howard makes in reference to the continued decline of bands.  He says that the groups he 

is considering are those "with links to the past," because "extra-local musicians have 

recently encouraged the establishment of new and modified bands." (Howard "Why Do 

It" 4)  What he does not say is who these other musicians are, or why they are trying to 
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form new bands.  To even attempt to answer these questions will be fruitless, unless we 

first return to our discussion of the political atmosphere in S. Korea at the time.    

 

Political Unrest  

 In the Republic of Syngman Rhee (Yi Sung-man, 1948-60) we see the signs of a 

student movement that will grow to be a powerful cultural and political force in Korea.  

Because the reasons for this movement are closely related to the changing urban structure 

of the nation, we will look to that first.  "Between 1945 and 1960 the proportion of South 

Koreans living in cities of 50,000 or more had nearly doubled (to almost 30%), and 

urbanization had been both stimulated and accompanied by post-colonial and postwar 

booms in education." (Eckert et al 353)  Specifically, during the same time period, "the 

number of institutions of higher education had doubled and their enrollments had 

increased by a factor of twelve." (ibid)  This growth in the urban and student population 

however, did not mean that there was enough work available for everyone.  Over half the 

students graduating could not find jobs and those that did were often forced to take ones 

for which they were highly overqualified.  This dissatisfaction with social opportunity 

played a large role in protests against the regime during the 1960 election.  the protests 

themselves had little impact on the election itself (most likely due to modern day ballot 

stuffing), but a discovery a month later was the beginning of the end for the Rhee regime.  

On April 11, 1960, "a seventeen-year-old boy's body was discovered in the bay around 

Masan, a South Kyongsang port city." (Eckert et al 354)  What was significant, was that it 

was determined he had died from a fatal blow by a tear gas canister during the election 

protests, and was then discarded of in the bay by the police, in an effort to protect 

themselves from any backlash.  The backlash came however, first at Korea University on 

April 18, when students put together a demonstration (and were then subsequently 

attacked by members of the Anticommunist Youth Corps).  Then on April 19 "some 

30,000 university and high school students marched toward the presidential mansion in 
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Seoul and were fired upon point blank by the police." (Eckert et al 355)  This led to riots 

in Seoul and other cities, and by the end of the day the nation was under martial law and 

"130 students had been killed and another 1,000 wounded in Seoul alone." (ibid)  The 

April Revolution, as these days are remembered, led to the resignation of Rhee on April 

26, but despite the rejoicing of the people, this was not nearly the end of their troubles. 

 In 1961, only a year after its creation,  the Second Republic of the S. Korean 

government was overcome by a military coup d'état, under the leadership of General Park 

Chung Hee.  "The military regime proclaimed its policy to overcome 'perennial poverty' 

and achieve the 'moral rehabilitation' of the nation" (Kim Kwang-ok 200)  Despite these 

boisterous plans however, their modes of accomplishing these goals did not suit large 

portions of the Korean populace.  In 1965, Park's regime reestablished political ties with 

Japan.  In wake of intellectual and student protest of this move, "the government argued 

that the citizenry should look forward to the future instead of being enslaved by the past 

and that Koreans should be rational and realistic instead of simpleminded and emotional." 

(Kim Kwang-ok 200) The people however, already faced with a history of cultural denial 

by the Japanese, were still wary of this and so became moved to do something on their 

own to aleve its negative impact.  "Suspicious of the government's ideological stance and 

worried that Korea's national identity would be threatened by foreign cultural influences, 

intellectuals, especially of the younger generation, began a movement to revive traditional 

culture in their search for national identity." (Kim Kwang-ok 200)  The government 

response was the creation of the aforementioned national cultural asset program, in 

addition to promoting national folk art contests, but as we have seen these did little to 

deter the disappearance of cultural traditions.   

 One of the first efforts by students in reaction to Park's regime was seen at Seoul 

National University in 1965.  A group of "students-including the most outspoken 

dissident, poet Kim Chiha-staged a satirical drama patterned on the minjok uisik ch'ohon 

kut (a shamanistic ritual to invoke the national consciousness).  The drama employed the 



23 

structure of shamanic ritual in the style of the masked dance drama." (Kim Kwang-ok 

208)  Although we have not focused on mask dance in this discussion, it has been an 

important aspect of Korean folk culture, often satirizing the upper classes, and it also 

played a large role in the performances of the namsadang.  Subsequently, at the beginning 

of the 1970s, a small group of students at Seoul National University continued the effort 

to find what they felt was the disappearing Korean culture. 

 It is common in modernizing nations for student intellectuals to feel a need to get 

back to the earth, get back to the part of their nation that seems to be disappearing.  I say 

"get back" with the irony that they have never really been there, they were born in the city 

and raised in the city, and really know nothing of the countryside.  They feel a connection 

however, a connection to the agricultural world that has been the backbone of their nation 

for so many years, and yet they do not know how to articulate this connection because 

they really have no concrete basis for it.  It was with this sense of need to solidify their 

connection to the vanishing country outside their city, that this group of students took it 

upon themselves to learn the traditional folk songs and farming music of the countryside.  

In order to accomplish this, during their Summer break they left the city to find people 

who could teach them. What they found however was similar to the discoveries of Kim 

Yang-gon, there were few people left who knew the old songs, or had ever played 

nongak.  From the people they did find, they learned all they could and then brought these 

songs and dances back to the other villages.   During their subsequent Summer breaks the 

students returned to the countryside and worked in villages, laboring harder than they 

could have ever imagined, doing what the farmers did every day.  Then at night, they 

would teach the people the music and songs that they had learned, the music and songs 

that had once been such an integral part of the lives of people like these villagers.  The 

government soon put a ban on the students visits to these villages, though the students 

inevitably found ways of returning. The government saw these efforts as a threat to their 

stability, and rightfully so.  In talking with the peasants about the life they lived in the 
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city, the students opened the villagers' eyes to the undue hardships they lived through 

each day.  The government was not helping to ease the strain of the farmers' heavy load, it 

was simply eating the rice that they produced. (Lee  Namhee interview) 

 The efforts of the students did not stop with their return to the countryside.  After 

learning as much as they could, they took the knowledge they had gained and returned 

with it to Seoul. Their new skills contributed not only to the ability of the students to keep 

these traditions alive, but also to their ability to utilize them in their efforts against the 

government.  The students' protests against the government now became brighter and 

bolder and most definitely stronger. "Masked dances, farmers' dance and music, and 

rituals performed by shamans were favored" in these efforts and Kim Kwang-ok has 

discussed in depth why shamanism and the things related to it have become so ingrained 

in the student protest movement.  "First, 'shamanism' can be regarded as a native religion . 

. . chosen as a symbol of the pure Korean cultural tradition.  Second, since shamansim has 

been branded by the state as a superstition and not a 'proper' religion, it is identified with 

the alienated space that is negated by the official discourse of the state." (Kim Kwang-ok 

209) The students see their struggle as the struggle of the people, and because these 

traditions are the traditions of the people, of the continually struggling lower class, their 

use gives the students "a traditional outlet for expressing discontent and a source of 

ideological production for the cultural movement." (Kim Kwang-ok 208)  This is not the 

only reason for their use however.  Traditional art or the folk tales of the countryside 

could be used just as easily if the only need was to use something that was a 'tradition of 

the people'.  The use of this music and these ceremonies is something much more.   

 We have said before that shamans used this music in their ceremonies because it 

was thought to draw down the spirits to the village.  In other words, even a spirit could 

not ignore the loud pulsating rhythms of this music.  We have also said that the music has 

been used by farmers to help them make their way through the long day.  Somehow, the 

repetitiveness, the energy within the music made it possible for them to continue.  And, 



25 

we have had a glimpse at the power the music has over students in the U.S., causing 

outsiders to fear for their hearing and the musicians to shout with joy.  Very few musics 

can be said to have this strong of an affect on so many different kinds of people.  The 

beats of this music are not just loud, they have an edge, they are somehow threatening to 

anyone that is not a part of them, be they a spirit, a visitor to a basement, or the Korean 

government.  The reason for this lies not only within the power of the musical sound, but 

in the sense of community that it creates, thereby separating it from anyone and everyone 

that is not involved. It is this power that should leave no question in our minds why 

shamanic ceremonies and the playing of poongmul are being used in protests still today, 

as tools of the students to mobilize themselves in a united front against the distrusted 

other.  It is also no question that the need for their efforts continued to exist. The 

problems with the Korean government did not end with Park's assassination by a member 

of his own government in October of 1979. 

 In December of  1979 "Major General Chun Doo Hwan seized power through a 

coup d'état and arrested prominent members of the military elite who were sympathetic to 

civilian politics." (Kim Kwang-ok 202) His imposition of martial law on the nation 

provoked a protest by Chonnam National University students in Kwangju city on May 18.  

These students were beaten, and many killed, by special forces paratroopers, invoking 

large scale action by the citizens of Kwangju who "began to commandeer weapons 

wherever they could find them and to take over the city." (Eckert et al 374)  This led to 

invasion of the city on May 27 by the ROK Twentieth division, in which thousands of 

Kwangju citizens were killed.  When it was found that the "chief commander of the U.S. 

army in Korea claimed prior knowledge of the military operation, the 'Kwangju Massacre' 

became a rallying point for anti-Americanism and for challenges to the legitimacy of the 

fifth republic." (Kim Kwang-ok 202)  Throughout the rest of the 1980's "antigovernment 

demonstrations were organized almost every day throughout the nation," (Kim Kwang-ok 

203) and protests against the U.S. became a significant part of them. 
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 The continued use of cultural traditions in these protests became even more 

understandable with the addition of problems involving the United States.  If Japan could 

be seen as having a negative influence on Korean culture, the influx of Western culture 

throughout this period of modernization can be seen as having the same qualities. What is 

somewhat ironic however, is that the entrance of this music into American culture was 

partially a result of the Kwangju Massacre itself. 

 In the dangerous time after the 'Kwangju Massacre', a man from the city who was 

involved in the riots was forced to hide from the police to save his life, eventually 

escaping to the U.S. by hiding in a steamship. When he reached San Francisco he was 

able to get together with other Koreans in America and form an organization called 

Young Koreans United. The sole purpose of the organization was to unite Koreans in 

America and Korean-Americans in an effort to work toward democracy in Korea. (Lee 

Namhee interview)  What becomes significant to our discussion is that this group also 

continued the use of Korean cultural traditions in their effort.  Although they held study 

groups and tried to teach people about what was happening in Korea, they found they got 

a much better response when they used poongmul (the word used to describe this music 

when separated from its agricultural context) to get their attention.  This then, the creation 

of YKU and their use of poongmul groups to mobilize the Korean populace of the U.S. 

can be seen as the introduction of this music in the U.S. and the beginning of another 

chapter in its existence as a musical form.  Before we go any further with this aspect of 

our discussion however, we must return to Korea, because not only did this not mark the 

end of protests within the republic, the uses of this music by the students cannot be seen 

as the only effort to keep the tradition alive. 

 

Samulnori 

 In 1978 a group of four musicians, led by Kim Duk-soo, put together a 

professional musical act called SamulNori.  SamulNori, and the ensuing appearance of 
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similarly styled acts, must be understood as the popularized and professionalized mode of 

transmission for this music in the 1980's and 90's.  The name is indicative of the music: 

sa, meaning four, mul, meaning things (i.e. instruments), and nori, meaning play.  The 

musicians took the four major percussion instruments from nongak: the kkwenggari, the 

ching, the changgo, and the buk, and started playing them in a different setting.  By using 

only one musician per instrument, and by playing the music sitting down, the musicians 

were able to develop the music in ways that were never before possible.  Citing their 

ancestry as descendants of namsadang, the original members felt, like the students that 

we have discussed, that something needed to be done to ensure that the traditional music 

and drama of Korea would never completely disappear.  In making the music more 

transportable and more easily performed on a stage (due to the reduction in the number of 

musicians), SamulNori has been able to introduce the world to Korean music.   

 Kim Duk-soo is the leading member of the group and is known as one of, if not 

the best changgo players ever.  He has developed such technical skill in the playing of the 

instrument, that comparing his pieces to the much simpler beats of the countryside is 

somewhat fultile. Farmers, though talented in their musical abilities, were, at least until 

the development of more professionalized troupes, more worried about producing crops 

than becoming masters of their instruments.  Kim on the other hand plays this music for a 

living.  "Kim Toksu (Duk-soo) is central to SamulNori's evolution.  He played folk music 

in Seoul and abroad from 1965 onwards"  (Howard "Samul" 359)  The group will be 

twenty years old in 1998 and Kim has been the most constant factor in their progression 

as a group.   

 Initially, SamulNori played pieces like Utdari karak, a collection of beats based 

on rhythms from the Ch'ungbu region.  They also frequently play Binari, a prayer for 

blessing, Udo kut and Chwado kut, based on music from the south, and Youngnam karak.  

What makes these epics different from the original rhythms, other than the technical 

differences mentioned above, is that they are played in a specific order, generally for a 
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specific amount of time, and every time it is played the piece does not vary exceedingly.  

In the countryside these kinds of limitations were not put on the music.  Specific rhythms 

may have been played for specific reasons,  sam-chae has been said to chase away spirits 

for example, but there was much more innovation and opportunity to vary the rhythms as 

the musicians pleased.  Especially in the music of the namsadang that SamulNori is said 

to be descended from, "the people's performances changed all the time, depending on the 

individual abilities of the musicians and dancers, local cultural influences absorbed 

during their wanderings and the particular issues that seemed likely target for satire." 

(Curtis 3) These changes were deemed necessary in order for SamulNori to fit the 

demands of a professional, touring musical act.  SamulNori has also moved away from 

the traditional music in other ways.  Over the last fifteen years, in addition to playing 

hundreds of concerts all over the world, the group has performed with percussionists from 

many different countries, jazz musicians, and even orchestras.  The group has done all of 

this while still trying to maintain the traditional aspects of the music, but the attempts 

have been questioned by the student groups whose goals are similar.   

 

The Question of Change 

 "SamulNori is perceived by some as too complex, too far removed from the old.  

Some student groups have even refused to learn from or play with Kim's team." (Howard 

"Samul" 542)  Some might say that the students are simply jealous of Kim's abilities, but 

this is unlikely.  The university groups dedicated to playing this music are known to 

demand much of the student's time, enough probably to gain high technical skill if the 

time was devoted to that.  Howard relates that when he is in Korea he stays near the 

University of the Air, a school for mass communication.  "Every night until about two 

o'clock am, the students practice their p'ung mul (poongmul), their instruments.  And 

every night they play a maximum of three rhythms for that time." (Howard "Samul" 546)  

It is not that these students do not have the time to acquire skills, they play often and for 
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extended periods of time, it is that they believe changing the music by making it more 

complicated is contrary to their reasons for playing the music in the first place. 

 This then is a huge dilemma for everyone interested in keeping this music alive-

when does the maintenance of an old tradition become the creation of something new?  In 

a sense we must look at everything that is being done by these artists as something new.  

The students who are playing nongak instruments in protests are not farmers trying to get 

through the workday, they are not traveling musicians attempting to make a living, they 

are not even, despite their use of shamanic rituals, mudangs, trying to make better the 

lives of everyone in Korea.  These students are intelligent and thoughtful people who are 

angry with the direction their nation is taking and they are doing everything in their power 

to turn things around.  They can be seen as holding a similar place in society as the 

farmers, they are set apart from the elite, still a part of the common classes, and yet 

quietly recognized for the contributions they will give to the nation. This undeniable 

recognition, like that which had to be given to the farmers because of their contributions 

to the livelihood of the nation, is what gives them the power they do possess. 

 SamulNori possesses a different kind of power, the power of mass distribution.  

During their twenty years, they have traveled around the world, doing multiple tours of 

Europe, Japan, and the United States, and visiting cities like Los Angeles, Seattle, New 

York, Dallas, and Chicago many times over.  On these tours they have made a sincere 

effort to educate their audiences in the history of the music that has brought them to that 

stage or theater.  The program for their 1996 performance in Chicago gave an explanation 

of each of the pieces they performed in addition to background for the ritual table that 

was displayed at the back of the stage for the initial part of the performance.  A few 

audience members were brought on stage to offer prayers at the table and then the 

performance began in full force.  On previous tours the presentation was even more 

elaborate.  The Namsadang tour in 1988 included much more than four percussionist 

dancers.  In addition to SamulNori the performance included a full fledged puppet show 
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indicative of those used by the traveling minstrels of the past.  These plays had "enabled 

the namsadang to serve as sharp critics of the ruling class and the religious establishment 

in traditional tales noteworthy for their satire and explicit erotic humor." (Dunning 1)  All 

of these factors have helped them to educate their audience while at the same time getting 

them excited about something they have probably never seen or heard before. This really 

must be seen as the most significant result of these tours:  the introduction of Korean 

music to the rest of the world.  In writing about SamulNori, Wolfgang Puschnig, a 

founding member of the Vienna Art Orchestra, said "Although I was always interested in 

Asian cultures, I did not know about Korean music before I met SamulNori.  After 

hearing and seeing them for the first time I was overwhelmed by their music." (qtd. in 

Samul 12)  Not only has the group introduced this music, but they have opened even 

other musicians eyes about the power of music.  "What impressed me even more was the 

fact that they evoked a strong feeling in me about the oneness of the world, the timeless 

value of musical expression, and that I caught a glimpse into the Korean 'soul'." (qtd. in 

Samul 12) 

 SamulNori has also inspired the creation of other SamulNori type groups, thereby 

stimulating the use of the word "samulnori" to define a type of music, not just a group.  

Ture P'ae, in addition to multiple other groups have taken on the national and 

international music world in order to make a name for themselves and Korean music.   

 All that SamulNori and the other samulnori groups have done must be seen as 

another influencing factor on the development of poongmul and samulnori groups in the 

United States.  While the student movement may be seen as introducing the music, it 

cannot be understood as the only thing that has contributed to the rise in interest in 

traditional Korean music in the U.S. over the last fifteen years.  We have recognized that 

the goals of these two groups, the students and the professional musicians, are, while on 

one level very similar, in the end very different.  They have however brought us to the 

very same place, the portion of the Korean Diaspora that exists within the United States, 
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and it is here that we must look to see how these different agendas have combined and 

then mixed with American culture to create a place for this music within another nation. 

 

The United States  

As we have said, the beginning of the poongmul movement in the United States was due 

to the efforts of the organization Young Koreans United. YKU established branches in 

New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and for a period of time Houston.  In each of these 

branches a part of the mobilization effort was focused on playing and teaching the same 

instruments that were used by the members of SamulNori;  the kkwenggari, changgo, 

buk,  and ching.  Poongmul-p'ae (poongmul groups) were formed and they used this 

music in protests within the United States against the continuing political struggles within 

Korea.  We need to ask however why there was no organized group within the U.S. for 

this purpose already.  Korean immigration to the United States began in the early part of 

the twentieth century, so it seems strange that there would not be ethnic organizations 

formed before the 1980's that would be used for these same purposes.  To understand this 

and the development of the use of this music in the U.S., we must first gain a better 

understanding of the pattern of Korean immigration to America and the characteristics of 

the Korean population that has been formed. 

 

Koreans in America  

 As alluded to above, the first influx of Koreans to the U.S. was between 1903 and 

1905 when approximately seven thousand farm workers were recruited to the Hawaiian 

sugarcane fields. There were additional waves from 1910 to 1924 and 1945 to 1964, but 

80 percent of the Korean population in the U.S. in 1982 arrived after the Immigration and 

Naturalization Act of 1965, largely because of the abolition of discriminatory quotas 

based on racial and national origins. (Yu 23, 28)  Correspondingly, by the late seventies, 

most Korean immigrants were of childbearing age.  "According to the 1977 Immigration 
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and Naturalization Report, 87 percent of the immigrants were below forty years of age." 

(Yu 30) Their children then are most likely to be 1.5 generation in their twenties and 

thirties, or second generation in their teens and twenties.  After the early eighties, the 

influx of Koreans to the U.S. declined steadily, in large part due to the changing attitude 

within Korea toward the United States. As we have seen, "the 1980s was a decade of 

escalating popular political struggle;  South Koreans went to the streets for political 

democracy." (Abelmann and Lie, 81) When this image of democracy, brought to them 

mainly through images of the United States, was tarnished with the knowledge of 

American involvement in the 'Kwanju Massacre', the notion of an "American Dream" 

became tarnished.   All of this leaves us with a Korean immigrant population in the U.S. 

in the 1990's that is predominantly adults who came to the U.S. between 1965 and 1985 

and their children, in addition to the children and grandchildren of the earlier immigrants 

and the reletively small number who have come since 1985.  The Korean community in 

America then has the characteristics given to it by this large group of adults who, while 

more highly educated and possessing higher occupational statuses on average than other 

minority groups, remain diverse in their occupations and ideological leanings.  (Yu 29-

30)   

 Eui-Young Yu states that in the early twentieth century when the Koreans in 

America were highly focused on the campaign for Korean independence from Japan, their 

inability to come together as a group to work for their cause was their largest problem.  

"The long-standing division of the community along personal and ideological lines 

severely crippled the effectiveness of the struggle for independence." (Yu 26) Within the 

present generation similar problems exist.  "New communities are forming in many 

localities, but the immigrants have yet to form a national organization to represent their 

collective interests." (Yu 24)  Within each community many individual organizations 

have been formed but they do not have the order and focus that is necessary to make a 

large impact.  "These new communities have loosely organized internal structures, often 



33 

factionalized and with unclear goals which are often misunderstood by the host society." 

(ibid.) This means that not only do these organizations not pull together the Koreans in 

the community, they do not give a positive impression on the society as a whole, one that 

knows nothing but media stereotypes of Korea and Korean Americans, if that much. Yu 

also states that as of 1980 most of the "cultural, social, and political associations are 

Korea oriented in values and tradition . . . their main interest lies with current events in 

Korea." (Yu 41)  This fits very closely with the picture we have of Young Koreans 

United.  Held together for the most part by students from Korea and other 1.5 generation 

members, the group was adamantly focused on the political problems that existed in 

Korea at the time. 

 This is not however the necessary agenda of the children of these immigrants.  Yu 

also discusses the difficulty of bringing up Korean children in an English speaking world.  

A family in which the parents speak more Korean and the children speak more English (if 

any Korean) can be faced with difficult communication problems.  This is in addition to 

the problems the children will face dealing with Korean culture in their home and 

American culture in school and most everywhere else.  Yu does feel however that these 

children have the capability of improving on the failed attempts of past generations to 

pull together the Korean American populace. "In a generation, these young people will 

form a genuine Korean American community with an outward looking vision toward the 

larger American society." (Yu 45)  How they will go about this however is still a 

question.  Whether they will "break away, coexist, or take over the present community," 

(ibid.) depends clearly on the ideological stance they take toward issues in Korea and the 

United States, and whether or not they are able to mobilize each other in terms of their 

opinions on these issues. 

 Nancy Abelmann and John Lie saw an opportunity for this mobilization in the Los 

Angeles riots of 1992.  In their book Blue Dreams: Korean Americans and the Los 

Angeles Riots, they focus on the need for Koreans in America to reevaluate their social 
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place, in light of a lack of monetary support from both the Korean and the American 

government in the effort to rebuild their businesses.  The key however is that these 

businesses exist within the United States.   

 

A fundamental lesson of the L.A. riots for many Korean Americans was 

the need to shift their focus from South Korea to the United States.  The 

transition from 'Korean Korean' to 'Korean American' implies not only a 

generational transfer of power but new articulations of the South Korean-

U.S. relationship-from the first generation with its irrevocable ties to the 

homeland to the second generation with its firm footing in the United 

States. (Abelmann and Lie 185) 

The question then is still how to go about making the lives of Korean Americans better. If 

this is what the next generation must be considered, having lived most, if not all, of their 

lives in the United States, then this generation must be concerned with the state of Korean 

Americans in America.  "Many Korean Americans therefore seek to organize the 

community for better representation in U.S. politics and media.  Yet not surprisingly, this 

scheme, trumpeted by younger Korean Americans, is not so simple.  Members of the first 

generation do not somehow disappear." (ibid.)  This continued diversity of opinions and 

agendas within the Korean community of the U.S. in actuality made it difficult for any 

Koreans Americans to utilize this event as a focus for mobilization.  Not only are there 

ideological differences among the immigrants and then their children, but there is a 

distinct generational gap that still prevents young activists from taking charge. The 

organization of community groups led by the younger generation has not yet taken hold of 

the community because this generation is still mainly in high school and college, or has 

just recently graduated and not yet become established enough in their personal lives to 

become a driving force in the community.  How then, if this moment in time was not the 

absolute turning point for the Korean American community, can we view the 

development of the next generation of Korean Americans?  Our focus must now rest on 

the music we have seen move from countryside to new country and how it fits into this 

theme of generational change in the Korean American population. 
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Poongmul in America 

 Our discussion of the history of Korean immigration to the U.S. helps us to 

understand why there was no group previously organized with the sole purpose of 

organizing the population of Koreans in America. It is not that there were not efforts, 

there simply was no outright success from any one venture that could unite all the 

immigrants as a community.  Whether or not YKU was successful in this is still to be 

determined.  They are still an active organization but have gone through many changes 

during the eighties and nineties, ones that could probably be explained through the same 

generational issues discussed above, but what we will focus on instead is the success of 

their introduction of poongmul to the United States. 

 After a few years the groups that were built within YKU, those in San Francisco, 

Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York, continued to use this music as a part of their effort 

to improve conditions in Korea, but at the same time more groups began to emerge.  As 

more Koreans came to the US to study at American colleges and universities, these yoo-

hak-saeng brought with them the desire to play this music.  As a result groups sprung up 

on campuses and the motives of those who got involved in these groups were slightly 

different from those of the original U.S. based groups.  Mi-yon Kim describes the 

creation of a samulnori group at the University of Illinois-Urbana/Champaign as a result 

of the difficult life of Koreans in America. "The life of Korean immigrants and students 

in the U.S. is a hard one, for they must constantly battle to keep their identity as Koreans 

in a foreign land." (Kim Mi-yon 84)  The group, Karak-Madang, is made up of yoo-hak-

saeng and Korean Americans, including undergraduates, graduate students, and some 

non-affiliates of the university.  In addition, the initial membership of four people has 

grown to far more than twenty in the 1996-7 academic year.  In comparison to older 

groups, no one is recruited to join Karak-Madang.  "The reasons members gave for 

joining the samulnori group is essentially a simple one;  they all want to make music, 
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especially Korean traditional music." (Kim Mi-yon 89)  Other reasons ranged from 

having seen Kim Duk-soo live and being inspired to learn to play to missing the sound of 

the drums.  "Although I liked the sound of it, I just didn't think about traditional Korean 

music when I was in Korea.  But when I came to the U.S., I suddenly missed it very 

much." (Kim Mi-yon 90) In addition to these comments, Kim observes that "instilling a 

feeling of community is one of the main functions of samulnori music.  In the same way 

that the music was used in the Korean countryside to bring the villagers together, it is 

used by this group to deal with the sense of alienation felt by immigrants in another 

country.  Closely related to this was the decision made by the group to exclude non-

Koreans from participation.  Due to a lack of instruments and the feeling that "we can 

teach foreigners to play our changdan (patterns of beats) and they might even master the 

technique of playing their meter correctly, but they would never understand our beat." 

(anon. qtd. in Kim Mi-yon 89)  The more significant reason however was probably the 

feeling that non-Koreans in the group would disturb the feeling of community that was 

formed by this homogeneous population attempting to secure its place as a group of 

Koreans within America.   

 As for political orientation, the early members of the group, because many of 

them were visiting students from Korea, were very concerned with the state of affairs in 

Korea and were likely to use this group as a mode of protest in the U.S.  There has been 

much discussion similar to that of Korean students concerning Western influence in 

Korea.  "Many members worry about the disparaging effect of foreign influence in 

present Korean culture; therefore, everyone is encouraged to become more aware of 

[their] own heritage and to resist foreign domination of Korean activities in Korea." (Kim 

Mi-yon 90)   These strong opinions must be seen in relation to changes that have occurred 

within Karak-Madang since its introduction.  Even in the beginning some members were 

wary of being too much like student groups in Korea. "Samulnori groups at Korean 

universities expect their members to make a strong commitment, spend long hours 
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practicing, and groups are often run by student radicals who participate in student 

demonstrations.  I did not want to be a part of the political aspect of those groups." (anon. 

qtd. in Kim Mi-yon 90) In addition, the group has gone through a transitional period over 

the last few years.  While the group was almost all yoo-hak-saeng in the beginning it is 

now made up of mainly 1.5 and 2nd generation Korean Americans.  Non-Koreans are 

now allowed in the group, but there has only been one, a South Asian woman, and it is 

unlikely that there will be more because at present all practices are held in Korean, not 

English.  The agenda of the group has also changed.  Because the members are not 

directly from Korea they tend to know less about the political and social events that are 

occurring.  The members join more because they are looking to get a better understanding 

of the ethnic culture they have had little exposure to, rather than because they simply miss 

that culture. (Hyo-sop) Others simply love the music and want to play it. (Choi, Chung-

eun; Lisa)  This has been a difficult transition for the group because of the ideological 

differences that are shining through, this in addition to the fact that the group has grown 

so much and new people are continuing to come in all the time.  This makes it hard to 

find a definite ideological focus for the organization outside playing the music. 

 The poongmul group based at Harvard however expresses its purpose more 

clearly.  Established in 1990, the group states that:  

 

through innovative and unique expressions of art derived from Korea, 

members of Culture Group (formerly called Kutguhri) attempt to  mediate 

the translation of Korean culture in an American setting and to create a 

communal space in which thoughts about the complexity of ethnic and 

racial identification can be voiced in a constructive fashion. (CG web 

page) 

Culture Group seems to have no problem focusing themselves on the issues of Korean 

Americans, not simply Korea, and how they can be dealt with using a better 

understanding of the member's ethnic heritage. 
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 Students at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology formed their poongmul 

group, Hansori, in 1992, and their mission statement is very similar to that of Harvard's.  

"Hansori . . . is a group of MIT Korean undergraduates and graduates with a deep 

enthusiasm for finding their identity through learning their culture and history." (MIT web 

page)  In accomplishing this, the members will be contributing "to the formation of a 

more harmonious and culturally richer community at MIT." (ibid.)  This group is still 

made up of mainly Korean students in the U.S. who "are not trying to find their identities" 

(Lee, Semi) through the music. "They already have solid identity status as Koreans." 

(ibid.) There are two non-Korean members and a few Korean Americans who came to the 

U.S. when they were teenagers.  Because the members do not question their connection to 

Korea, Semi Lee, a changgo player in the group, says they play poongmul "because we 

love music," (ibid.) and because they want to expand Korean music and culture within the 

non-Korean community.  In addition to playing poongmul, the group also studies modern 

Korean history, publishes magazines, and is installing Korean language software on their 

computer system, all efforts that can be seen as focused on maintaining their culture 

within the United States. 

 At the University of Chicago, Loose Roots was started in 1993, and then in a 

sense formed again in 1995 when almost all of the members were new.  Loose Roots is 

slightly different from previously mentioned groups because the use of English during all 

practices and meetings has allowed the active participation of multiple members of non-

Korean descent (up to eight out of thirty at one point in 1996).  Because no member has 

been a part of the group for more than two years, the group's focus is still somewhat 

ambivalent.  Leaders of the organization emphasize the importance of learning the history 

of the drums, but decisions on more active issues, like how involved the group should be 

in political demonstrations, have not been made.  This is similar to the problem that 

Karak-Madang has faced with a somewhat inconsistent body of members making 

difficult the formation of a strong group identity. Again, the presence of members who 
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are still actively connected to the Korean peninsula in addition to those people who have 

never spoken a word of Korean poses problems when looking beyond the music itself.  

Some members joined simply because of the appeal of percussion music, more than a 

specific interest in Korean culture (Kim, Andy; the author).  Others have said that they 

got involved because they wanted to learn more about their ethnic culture and use this 

knowledge to help them find and define their identities as either Koreans or Korean 

Americans (Kim, Robin; Lee, Julie).  The few members of the group that have spent long 

periods of their life in Korea have reasons closer to those of the MIT group for playing.  

They too simply love the music and want to be able to play it in America and expose 

other people to this incredible aspect of Korean culture. 

 Apart from the groups we have already mentioned there have been a few groups 

formed during the mid-1990's with the sole purpose of exposing Korean adoptees to their 

ethnic heritage.  The American parents of these children have found people to teach their 

kids how to play the music of Korea in order to give them a better feel for where they are 

from.  Lindy Gelber, the founder of Sejong Samulnori of Demarest says, "we're trying to 

empower our kids with knowledge." (qtd. in Geller L01) These are Asian children 

growing up usually in environments where there are few, if any, other Asians, and this 

group gives "them a chance to embrace both sides of their cultural identity." (Geller L01)  

These children are even farther removed from the political events on the Korean 

peninsula, they simply want to learn about the culture they left as infants. 

 On the other side of the spectrum, most of the groups not based within 

universities, those that were formed initially by members of YKU, continue to have a 

more political slant than university groups.  Namhoon Kim, a member of Il-Kwa-Nori 

(Work and Play), the samulnori group associated with the Chicago based Korean 

American Resource and Cultural Center, says that when he came to the U.S. from Korea 

during his early teens he didn't know what his own culture was and he didn't pay attention 

to Korean culture.  Then he began to realize "how beautiful it is having your own 
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culture," (interview) so he made a sincere effort to once again become a part of Korean 

culture, even though he was in the U.S.  As a part of this he "got interested in the music 

because of what was going on in Korea politically." (ibid.)  The group itself was formed 

in 1988 but stopped practicing and performing after 1989 because there was so much 

political turmoil in S. Korea that the organization focused all of its effort on political, not 

cultural, issues.  The group started playing again in 1992 and has been active since then.  

Obviously, because the importance of Korean political trouble precluded the playing of 

the music for three years,  there is a strong emphasis on political issues in the group and 

the music is often used in demonstrations here in the U.S. as we have seen done in Korea.  

The direction of the group over the last few years however seems to reflect a shift in 

emphasis from Korean to Korean American political issues.  Il-Kwa-Nori was highly 

involved in the campaign within the Korean American community against the Welfare 

Reform Act, and they have also, through having Summer camps and teaching high school 

students about Korean culture, made a strong attempt to alleviate some of the identity 

problems that 1.5 and 2nd generation Korean Americans often deal with. 

 Binari of New York was formed in 1985 as a part of the Young Korean 

Americans Service and Education Center, a spinoff of YKU.  Binari serves as the cultural 

divison of the center, and there are two other divisions, one for education and one for 

social service.  The group is made of of mainly first generation Koreans in America, 

although there are some 1.5 and second generation participants.  As a part of their 

activities they hold regular culture workshops in poongmul and Korean dances that are 

attended by mainly by Korean Americans in their early twenties.  Seung-jin Jung, the 

leader of Binari, acknowledges that in the 1980's the group was very politically active.  

Because it was formed by immigrants, the participants were very aware of and worried 

about the continuing problems in their motherland.  He feels that now however, in the 

middle of the 1990's, "this is a totally different world." (interview) South Korea has for 

the most part become a democracy and other than questions of reunification, the problems 
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for Koreans in America lie within America. He also refers to the L.A. Riots as a moment 

for the Korean American community to come together and although that did not happen 

on a large scale, he has seen a rise in young Korean American's interest in Korean culture 

since then.  He sees the role of Binari as working to build on this interest.  By getting a 

lot of people involved in aspects of the culture, they will grow to understand their 

heritage.  The brain cannot understand the essence of culture, he feels, one must feel the 

culture, understand it by utilizing the body, and playing poongmul is the perfect way to do 

this. 

 

The Music They Play  

 We have begun our discussion of these groups with their history and goals, but we 

cannot clearly understand them without looking at the music they play and how they play 

it.  The majority of the music played by the above mentioned groups is based on the 

pieces put together by samulnori groups in Korea.  While student activists may have been 

responsible for the introduction of this music, the ease in acquiring professional 

recordings of samulnori groups has made this the perfect outlet for American groups to 

increase their repertory.  Most groups have had some level of professional or semi-

professional instruction during their lifetime.  Karak-Madang is led by a graduate student 

who had extensive training in Korea, Harvard's Culture Group was founded with the 

assistance of Jung-Hoon Lee, a Korean musician who visited the U.S. to teach people 

about Korean traditional music, Hansori includes many members who had extensive 

experience with this music in Korea, and today's Loose Roots was taught by a former 

Culture Group member who spent time studying this music in Korea.  With all this in 

mind, it must also be seen that these teachers are often not present, many are not even a 

part of the groups they instructed, and so the members are left to expand their knowledge 

of the music on their own.  Often a few members will go to Korea during the Summer 

and study at one of the many studios that have opened over the last few years. This gives 
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them a better feel for the music and more personal confidence in playing the instruments, 

but they must still find ways to teach what they have learned to the other members of their 

group.  Many groups use videotapes of performances from Korea to improve their 

technique and learn new dances.  In addition they listen to recordings of groups like 

SamulNori and Ture P'ae in order to improve the sound quality, the dynamics, of a 

particular piece.  Recently, because of the rise in popularity of this music, books have 

been published with transcriptions of pieces.  Traditionally the music is taught through 

observation or by using the ip-jang-dan, vocal sounds that represent different ways of 

hitting the drums or gongs.  The transcriptions of the music use this ip-jang-dan in its 

hangul (Korean alphabet) form to describe how the music is played.  As a result of the 

rise in groups including non-Korean speakers, an alternate form of transcription using 

circles with varying amounts of shading to represent the different ways of hitting the 

instruments.   

 All of these innovations in teaching have made it more convenient for groups to 

learn the established pieces, Utdari Karak, Youngnam Karak, Honam P'an-kut, Sol 

Changgo, etc., that are easily assessable to them.  This is evidenced in the repertories that 

the groups cite in their informational materials.  Karak-Madang is currently working on 

Utdari, Youngnam, and Sol Changgo. Harvard plays Utdari Karak in addition to learning 

Minyo, Korean folk songs (including Chindo Arirang, the Chindo region version of 

Korea's most popular folk song), Obukch'um, a dance using only buks, and Talch'um, a 

mask dance with more of a focus on theater than music.  Hansori also plays Utdari, 

Youngnam, and Sol Changgo, in addition to knowing Chindo Arirang and Honam P'an-

kut.  Loose Roots repertoire is the same as Hansori's, with the exception of full 

knowledge of Sol Changgo, and the addition of another minyo, Kwae-ji-na ching-ching-

na-ne.  Il-Kwa-Nori also plays these same pieces and has a more extensive knowledge of 

minyo. 
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 The important thing to recognize from these repertoires is that these groups are 

taking their cues from the samulnori groups, not the student groups who are playing 

single beats over and over again.  Although these American groups may be likely to do 

that during a practice to improve upon their skills and gain a better feeling for the beats, 

in performances they are more likely to use the more complicated and exciting pieces to 

get their audiences excited about the music.  This is interesting because of the complaints 

student groups have had toward samulnori groups, that they are professionalizing the 

music too much, changing it too much from the way that it was played traditionally.  If 

these claims are justified then it is somewhat contradictory for groups that are attempting 

to learn about and showcase 'traditional' Korean music to be playing it in a way that has 

only existed since 1978.  The degree to which this is relevant does vary, some groups play 

a samulnori piece with twenty, not four, people, blending the tradition of large group play 

with a sitting piece.  What is significant is that the members of these groups must 

consider the ramifications of what they are doing, that they may not be doing something 

highly traditional because it is too difficult to learn anything if they do not learn recent 

pieces.  Whether or not participants appreciate these kinds of ramifications however is 

another question. 

 There is one significant way in which many poongmul groups in the U.S. have 

made a sincere and concious effort to maintain the ways of the ture nongak troupes within 

the U.S. setting.  For the last few years poongmul p'ae's in Chicago, Los Angeles, and 

New York have attempted to revive the Lunar New Year's celebration we described 

earlier, Jishin Balpki.  Of course this is difficult because there are no Korean villages 

within the U.S. and therefore no family homes to bring good luck to, but there are 

"Koreatowns" in each of these cities and these enclaves of Korean owned businesses are 

the closest thing to a Korean village in America today.  In Americanized Jishin Balpki the 

poongmul p'aes notify the owners of all the stores they would like to visit to gain prior 

approval.  This is necessary because with the large percentage of Korean Christians there 
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are many who do not want to be a part of what has traditionally been a shamanist 

ceremony.  The group will then plan their day, practice their beats and minyo to sing at 

the stores, and wake up early on the morning of the event, energized for a long day of 

dancing, singing, and drumming.  The group goes from store to store, calling out to the 

owner and playing beats to pound out all the spirits from the old year.  The highlight of 

each visit is when all the musicians rush up to the owners, beating furriously on their 

drums and thrusting upon them good luck for the upcoming year.   

 An owner of one of the businesses visited in Chicago was so touched by the 

experience that she wrote about it.  "Although I had had no prior contact with these 

musicians, they had bestowed good fortune upon me and my business.  I was indeed 

thankful." (Jung, Jenny, 32)  She goes on to discuss how the hardships she has faced in 

building a life for herself in the U.S. have made her appreciate the importance of the 

sense of community that this event fosters. "We need the members of our community to 

understand that there are individuals willing to share the pain of others." (ibid.)  That she 

was touched by the desire of these musicians to brave the cold of a Winter day to bring 

luck to others only the begins to express how this event can be used to bring a community 

together.  In reviving a tradition of the farmers in a new way in the cities of the U.S., 

these musicians have expressed their true caring for the owners of the businesses and the 

culture they have left, in addition to fostering an "event which can help the community 

learn to work together, hand in hand, step by step." (ibid.) 

 

The Formation of a Community 

 The choice of specific beats to learn or events to take part in, is not the only level 

at which these groups are faced with difficult questions concerning the actions they are 

taking involving this music.  The diversity of those involved with the music is highly 

significant.  We have seen that there are groups whose membership is somewhat 

homogeneous, mainly Korean students in the U.S. or mainly 1.5 generation students, but 



45 

there are also groups like Karak-Madang who are experiencing a shift to mainly 1.5 and 

2nd generation, Korean adoptee groups, and Loose Roots who fills in the other end of the 

spectrum by having a very diverse mix of participants.  Within Loose Roots there are 

members who have lived most of their lives in Korea, some that came to the U.S. for high 

school, some that came to the U.S. when they were very young but lived with their 

Korean parents, some that were born in the U.S., some that were born in Korea and 

adopted by American parents, some that have lived large portions of their lives in 

countries other than Korea or the U.S., some that are Caucasian, one that is half-Japanese 

and half-Caucasian, one that is half Afro-American and half-Caucasian, and so on.  The 

differences among the members of a specific group, and the differences among the make 

up of all the various groups makes it nearly impossible to formulate any assumptions on 

the character of the groups based on their membership.  In addition it becomes hard for 

the groups themselves to create a clear and accepted focus within the group, let alone use 

this focus to connect with other poong-mul groups around the nation.  This is not to say 

that it is impossible, because the music itself, as an aspect of Korean culture in the U.S., 

is still rare enough that groups may bond together simply because they have all made a 

commitment to this music.  But, this does not eliminate the problems that could arise 

from decisions that would have to be made on the political nature of the groups and their 

goals.   

 Considering all the these possible problems that may  arise from differences of 

opinion in these groups, perhaps it is more important that we focus on one aspect that 

many people have mentioned as the reason they continue to be involved with these 

groups. When the participants' initial understanding of the groups changes and they are 

faced with the hard decisions to be made by a collective body dealing with something no 

one else has dealt with before, there is something about the music that has kept people 

involved. 



46 

 Andy Kim, a two year member of Loose Roots, has said that the 

"quintessentialness [of playing poongmul] is the feeling after a performance, the sense of 

solidarity within the group." (interview)  He observes that as students, with so many other 

commitments, members can only be so happy with their efforts musically because they 

will never have the time to gain skills like Kim Duk-soo.  In addition he questions the 

notion of Koreanness that is attached to playing the music, because "just playing doesn't 

mean you know more about Korean culture." (ibid.)  But, he admits that since he started 

playing he has become more interested in Korean culture and the Korean American 

community, because he recognizes the problems associated with presenting an 'ethnic 

tradition' in the U.S. without really understanding its history and in what form it exists in 

Korea presently.   

 When Peter Han was asked what he would remember in ten years about his 

experience in Loose Roots, he said he would remember the people he met.  The 

experience he had his first year playing, the bond that was built between all of the 

members of the group through learning and playing this music, made the music a part of 

him. "I can't stop even if I want to, it is such a part of me now." (interview) Robin Kim 

joined Loose Roots in large part because she wanted to learn more about Korean culture 

and history, and the drums have played a large role in helping her to build a positive 

ethnic identity, but this is not the only reason she has continued to be a part of the group. 

She says that if she did not like the people in Loose Roots she would not continue to be a 

member. (interview) The members of the group love playing poongmul and this is what 

brings them to each practice and brings them together as a group.  The sentiment of many 

is echoed by her comment, "I can only say that I go becasue I can't imagine not going." 

(Kim, Robin, email)  

 The members of Karak-Madang and Il-Kwa-Nori have also commented on the 

sense of community that is established among the members through playing this music, 

and both groups make a sincere effort to foster that feeling.  After every practice members 
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of Karak-Madang go to someone's apartment and eat and talk, often having intense 

discussions about their use of this music.  Il-Kwa-Nori also makes an effort to socialize 

with each other after performances, but these events can not be seen as simply social 

because the music is almost always the prevalent topic of conversations. These get 

togethers build on the connections that are made between the members while playing, and 

use this to make the group a stronger whole. 

 If we think back to the reasons this music was used in the first place, it is not 

strange that people playing it now would have these kinds of reactions.  The music has 

always been very much a part of the forming of solid communities, its use within ture 

activities and the festivals of the village helped to bring the people together in celebration 

of their lives.  What is significant now however is that this is occurring among groups of 

people that have not made up a solid community since their arrival in the U.S.  As we 

discussed, the Korean immigrants in America have for the entire century had a difficult 

time forming a strong community, the continual influx of new immigrants and the 

ideological differences among them have prevented the establishment of solid over-

arching groups to pull people together.  As was recognized by Jung-hoon Lee on his visit 

to the U.S. to teach Korean folk arts, "the contemporary Korean American culture, 

compared to other ethnic cultures such as Afro-American, Jewish and Chinese is still at a 

lower level of development." (interview) This is true because Korean Americans are 

confused about their nature as an ethnic minority group within the U.S. "This American 

culture is not just WASP culture.  This American culture is an amalgam of many 

developed cultures like Hispanic American, Afro American, and Korean American 

cultures." (ibid.) He feels that the only way to improve the place of Korean American 

culture is for the second generation Korean Americans, the yisei generation, to take 

charge and build this community.  He says to the members of this generation, "Those of 

you with pride in your heritage must make the effort to rediscover your cultural 

background and foster its development to fit the existing situation." (ibid.)  To him 
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playing traditional Korean music now in Korea or the U.S. is not about keeping an old 

tradition alive, it is about coming to fully understand ones cultural heritage, because only 

then can we "alter it, mix it with elements from other cultures, and form our own present-

day culture." (ibid.)  This is a perspective that takes into consideration the ever-changing 

nature of cultures in addition to the responsibility people must feel to maintain what is 

good in their own culture. 

 Members of both the so-called political groups and the student groups have 

echoed Lee's emphasis on the importance of using knowledge of traditional culture to 

build a new one.  The goals of Binari, as related by Mr. Jung, are to first establish an 

identity of Korean American culture.  This is done by recognizing and learning about 

Korean culture and then expressing it and building upon it within American culture.  This 

Korean American culture will be used to build unity among Korean Americans, the unity 

that has been lacking for so many years but that is so evident within the poongmul p'aes 

we have discussed.  In doing this they will finally be able to break down the walls among 

Korean Americans and between the Korean American population and the rest of the 

United States.  Hoon-sang Lee, the sang-soe for Loose Roots has commented on the idea 

that having non-Koreans involved in poongmul, in addition to all of the second generation 

musicians, brings something new into the music, changing it from Korean poongmul to 

American poongmul.  He feels that this extension of the boundaries of poongmul is good 

for the music because it should not be seen as static, it is ever changing and it must 

change within its new home, within its new culture.  These notions of the creation of a 

culture for the Korean American community through efforts to appreciate and utilize the 

past within the present are very significant in light of the transitional state the Korean 

Americans and will be facing through the turn of the century.  By the year 2000 Korean 

Americans will be mainly second and third generation and they will be in much closer 

contact with the rest of the American public than their parents have ever been.  The 
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formation of a Korean American culture and community is imperative to a positive future 

for the descendants of Korean immigrants to the U.S. as a whole. 

 The Korean American community is still divided, only a small portion of Korean 

and Korean American students participate in groups such as those we have described.  

Many of those who do participate are not understood by their parents.  Their parents see 

this music as the music of the lower classes, the peasants, or possibly as that of student 

protesters, and they would rather their children play a more readily acceptable instrument 

like the piano. (Han, Peter; Kim, Andy; Lee, Julie) This generational division is indicative 

of the problems that many people of the second generation must deal with. In many ways 

the community continues to be divided along the same ideological lines that it has been, 

and the efforts of a small portion of people in many ways should not represent those of 

the whole.  But as we have seen through history, with the first farmers who kept their 

music going through playing for money, with the students who brought life back into the 

music to fight the government, with the first Korean immigrants to the U.S. who used 

poongmul as a way to mobilize the people, with Kim Duk-soo who brought world 

attention to the music of Korea, many times change begins with only a few people. The 

students who participate in these groups are forming their own communities.  They are 

communicating through a musical form that in certain ways joins them with hundreds of 

years of tradition while at the same time exposes them to the intricacies of joining two 

cultures and making something new.  They are faced on one level with the technicalities 

of maintaining and growing an organization while at the same time faced with 

understanding their own place within the cultures they are personally changing and 

building.   

 These questions may not be clearly stated or understood by everyone who 

participates and this is indicative of the amorphous and dynamic nature of the music's 

present condition.  These are clearly not people who have been playing this music since 

they were toddlers, many have picked up a drum only within the last few years, they are 
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not even people who are necessarily Korean or have ever been to Korea.  But, they are the 

future of this music and their commitment to learning about an aspect of Korean culture 

and exposing others to this is indicative of their caring for the need to understand and be a 

part of Korean culture within the United States.  This is not to say that these groups of 

people are meant to necessarily be the bearers of a new and improved Korean American 

culture, but their actions themselves are playing a role in the building of this culture.   

 By bringing together Korean immigrants, second generation Korean Americans, 

and other members of the American population, these people have introduced something 

new into the ever changing American culture.  This is something that necessarily, because 

of where it takes place, involves aspects of both cultures, the most significant one being 

the growing use of English, and it builds on these cultures to create a musical form for 

Korean Americans and their communities.  Whether a strong Korean American 

community is formed will be dependent on what these students do with the music as they 

grow older and whether or not other Korean Americans gain the same love and dedication 

for this culture.  This cannot be predicted nor will the results be seen for another ten or 

twenty years, but what we can say is that for the people playing this music in the U.S. it 

has become an important outlet for expressing their emotions, appreciating their culture, 

and building lasting bonds with each other. 

Conclusion 

 We have traced the development of this music over time, through political 

struggles and across the ocean.  This cannot be seen as an exhaustive account of the role 

of this music, but an introduction to something that has pulled people together for 

hundreds of years and continues to do so.  The music has not been static, from the 

introduction of kollipp'ae nongak and namsadang nongak to the revival of this music in 

student protests and its subsequent arrival in the U.S., it has faced a continuing process of 

change due to the needs of a changing body of Koreans and Korean Americans, but its 
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power remains.  Despite all these changes, there is something that has kept this music 

alive, and this must be understood as its innate capacity to bring people together.  

 Through pounding rhythms and cycles of intensely powerful beats, the music has 

the ability to unite a group against all of the obstacles it faces, and this has been its most 

constant characteristic throughout time.  Everyone needs a place or an experience in 

which they feel connected to, not separated from, the world; in this sense, a place where 

they feel alive.  This music and the people who play it have together formed this place, 

over and over again.  Throughout time playing this music has been life-fulfilling:  for the 

peasants whom it helped to feed, for the students who felt lost within their own nation, 

for the immigrants who needed a way to help their countrymen, and for the first 

generation of Korean Americans and their counterparts who have struggled to find their 

place in this nation.  It is the history that has helped us to understand the function of this 

music over time, the interaction between the music and the world it lives in, but to be 

truly understood, this role of the music must be found within the people who play the 

music. 

 In a large room at the corner of a basement, late at night with classes early in the 

morning, students come together to play poongmul.  They  have many different names 

and have come from many different places, and yet they sit together to send music 

through the walls that surround them. They do not simply play the music however, they 

breathe it, they move it, and they live it.   This energy that the music gives to them and the 

force with which it unites them is as evident in the hitting of the drums as it is in the 

sound of their voices, rising in unison as they play, they shout with all the passion in their 

hearts .  Together, in this music, they are alive.  
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Appendix-Research Methods 

 

 The research aspect of this paper was difficult because of the lack of source 

materials on this topic written in English.  Most of the printed material I found was either 

in compilations on Korean culture published by Korean organizations to promote an 

awareness of Korea in the West, or it was in journals of a similar nature (e.g. The Korea 

Journal).   

 A minority of this material covered the modern transformations of this music.  

Because samulnori is a professionalized form, there has been some scholarly work done 

on it, but most information on this area came from a publication put out by SamulNori 

and from newspaper articles written as a result of their international tours. 

 Articles written on the student movement in Korea from a political standpoint 

provided some information on that aspect and there have also been a few articles written 

on the modern uses of shamanism that have been helpful. 

 For the portions concerning the U.S., almost all of my information was gathered 

from interviews or from the World Wide Web.  I found one article on the poongmul p'ae 

at the University of Illinois-Urbana/Champaign and I was also able to use various articles 

concerned generally with Koreans in the U.S. and Korean Americans to gain a better 

insight into that.  Most poongmul p'aes based at universities have WWW sites and these 

are helpful for gaining insight into their general goals and activities.  I also gained 

information from members of some groups through email questionnaires, but this did not 

prove to be as fruitful as I expected.  I was also able to do multiple personal interviews 

with members of Loose Roots and Karak Madang (in conjunction with Peter Han).  

Groups not based at universities required more personal interviews, and I did these either 

in person or by phone if necessary. 
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