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Abstract

Brother Is a Street Musician — Viewing the Landscape of Modernity Through Popular
Songs by Zhang Eujeong was originally published in Korean in 2006. Described as a “fascinating
journey upstream into the past to understand where the current will bring the future of Korean
pop music,” (Busan Ilbo Review, 2009) Brother Is a Street Musician does not deal with
contemporary K-Pop; rather, it visits the first chapter of Korea’s popular music history, which
coincided with Japanese colonization in the first half of the 20 century. Combining archival
research with a critical analysis of the earliest popular songs, the early recording industry, the first
modern era musicians and composers, and the first formation of the consumer masses, Zhang’s
book seeks to address the essential question — how did a colonized people construct their own,
unique form of popular culture? Today, popular music from Korea has established itself as a
formidable, global cultural phenomenon, garnering the interest of not only the power players in
the global music industry, but also scholars in many cross-disciplinary fields. As an academic
inquiry into the first moment in the history of popular music from Korea, an English translation
of this book will be an essential resource in today’s lively conversations around the emerging
field of Korean popular music. Furthermore, as a companion to more books coming from Korea
to meet the growing demand for resources with diverse perspectives in the study of popular music
and culture from the periphery, this book can spur on thoughtful discussions about how dialogue
between English academia and the academia of host-language countries/regions, facilitated by
translation, can progressively enrich the way we expand knowledge about transnational

phenomena as they flow across time, borders, and languages.
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A Translator’s Introduction

Why would anyone find an English translation of this book interesting?

In the advent of ChatGPT and other Al-based machine translation options, the role and
identity of the translator/interpreter is being questioned. At the same time, these tools may
possess the potential to assist translators and interpreters reduce the amount of time and labor
required in their work. Now, regardless of whether these technological innovations mean to
replace translators and interpreters or become friendly assistants, it seems like a good time for a
healthy dose of introspection about where translators and interpreters belong in a world of global
information exchange and digital communication. An interesting discussion about the
translator/interpreter in sociolinguistics is their two-faced nature as both linguistic gatekeepers
and brokers." As individuals who broker interactions between monolingual members of groups in
contact, translators/interpreters often assume the role of gatekeepers in institutional contexts or
settings. On the other hand, in situations of necessity or conflict, translators/interpreters
participate as language brokers. To “broker” a potential problem of miscommunication is to act as
an intermediary between participants and to attempt to resolve the problem in ways that
simultaneously expose and bridge divergent linguistic and/or cultural understandings.” While
language brokering has been most frequently studied and observed among generations of
immigrants interacting with the dominant language of the host society, in today’s multiracial,

multiethnic, and multicultural communication landscapes, the concept may simply refer more

! Mona Baker and Gabriela Saldanha, ed., Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies (3" edition), (London:
Routledge, 2019): 538.

2 Galina B. Bolden, “Across Languages and Cultures: Brokering Problems of Understanding in Conversational Repair,”
Language in Society 41, no. 1 (2012): 99.



generally to attempts at mediating problems and challenges through some application of language

translation or interpretation.

Language brokers concerned with addressing problems and challenges of linguistic
and/or cultural difference exhibit some observable tendencies.’ For one, they are typically
bilingual or multilingual, meaning they grapple with multiple identities and allegiances. For
another, they monitor moments of exchange between groups of contact for potential problems,
deploying their language expertise as a license permitting the act of brokering during times of
conflict or misunderstanding.* Jane Hirshfield used two concepts reminiscent of these tendencies
to describe why a translator chooses to translate a particular text: they’re motivated by either love
or medicine.” The motivator of love arises out of a personal desire to know a text more
thoroughly and intimately, or a desire for the text to be known by others who may not have access
to it without a translator’s efforts.® The motivator of medicine arises out of the belief that
translation can be offered as a prescription for some type of illness or deficiency, such as a gap in

the pool of knowledge of a typically monolingual culture or society.

My decision to embark on an English translation of Brother is A Street Musician by
Zhang Eujeong keenly reflects the tendencies of and the motivation behind what sociolinguists
have called “language brokering” and what Hirshfield called the decision-making of the
“translator-doctor”. Now, to deviate from the traditional role of a translator as a communicator of
“unmediated” or “transparent” information and profess that intentional motivation drove my
choice in translating a work does sound like I’'m committing something like heresy.” But, if we

free ourselves from that rather dated outlook and reflect on the possibilities of what the role of a

3 Baker and Saldanha, 330.

4 Bolden, 112-113.

5 Jane Hirshfield, “The World is Large and Full of Noises: Thoughts on Translation,” The Georgia Review 45, no. 1
(1991): 127.

¢ Hirshfield, 128.

7 Lawrence Venuti, “Introduction,” in The Translation Studies Reader (3" edition), edited by Lawrence Venuti,
(London and New York: Routledge, 2012): 5.



translator can be — the translator/interpreter with undeniably human characteristics and tendencies
that set them apart from technologies which only translate or interpret what it’s told to — then I
can feel a little less like a daredevil as I make a case for why this book is an important
contribution to the growing field of Korean popular music and culture studies, not to mention a
resource of interest to various multi-disciplinary fields. So why would anyone find an English
translation of this book from Korea interesting or helpful anyway? I intend to answer this
question both from the position of a language broker, by claiming that it is an attempt to mediate
potential problems and challenges in cross-lingual and cross-cultural encounters, and from the
position of a translator-doctor, suggesting it as a prescription for a deficiency in the current pool

of knowledge about the music and culture of Korea in a global context.

An Explosion of Interest in Popular Music from Korea in the Present Moment

In the last decade, popular music from South Korea has become inseparable from the
country’s cultural image. The explosion of interest in the phenomenon has led to more than 20
universities in North America now offering courses on Korean popular culture, particularly on K-
Pop, as a part of the curriculum offered by their Korean Studies departments.® Scholarly work has
started to meet this interest-driven demand by studying the K-Pop industry from various
perspectives, from its systematic models of production and distribution, to the digital affordances
and the media environment that drove its global circulation, its dedicated fan communities and
the breeding of a new, global consumerist culture, and the list goes on.” A vast majority of this
scholarly attention, however, has been devoted to the K-Pop music industry of the present. These

studies generally mark the 1990s as the beginnings of the K-Pop industry as it is known today,

8 Young-Mee Lee, You Call That Music?! : Korean Popular Music Through the Generations, translated by Young-mee
Yu Cho, Brandon J. Park, and Jean Yoon, (New York: Routledge, 2017): xii.

% Suk-Young Kim, “Introduction: Korea’s Moment in the Limelight,” in The Cambridge Companion to K-Pop
(Cambridge Companion to Music), edited by Suk-Young Kim, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023): 3.
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when Seo Taiji, widely considered the “father of K-Pop”, formally ushered in the era of teenage
idol stardom in the Korean music scene.'® Yet, the popular music industry of Korea boasts a
history of over 100 years, with the appearance of Korean songs for the first time on commercial
records in the 1910s and 1920s, during the initial stages of Korea’s development as a capitalist
society, being recognized as the critical moment of development.'"' So, if more people are
becoming interested in learning about the history of popular music and popular culture from
Korea, where should they start? According to Dr. Young-mee Yu Cho, a Korean language
lecturer at Rutgers University who also teaches Korean popular culture courses, that history

should start with the 1920’s.

Acknowledging the need for her English-speaking students to be exposed to a broader
picture of Korea’s popular music and cultural history, Dr. Yu Cho turned to translation to address
and mediate what she deemed a certain deficiency. Although few sources in the English-language
comprehensively captured the full 100-year history of popular music from Korea, Dr. Yu Cho
found alternatives in Korean-language sources to fill in the knowledge gap. You Call That
Music?! : Korean Popular Music Through the Generations, originally written by Young-Mee Lee
and published in Korean in 1997, tells the history of popular music in Korea from the perspective
of generational conflict. It’s a fascinating resource that connects significant moments in the
popular music of Korea’s past with contemporary trends in K-Pop in the present. An English
translation by Young-mee Yu Cho et al. was published in the United States in 2022, not only
acknowledging a symptomatic deficiency in the field, but also brokering one possible solution.
This example raises a serious question about studying cultural phenomena from different parts of

the world: how much knowledge is being exchanged between people who are studying a cultural

10Roald Maliangkay, “The Popularity of Individualism: The Seo Taiji Phenomenon in the 1990s,” in The Korean
Popular Culture Reader, edited by Kyung Hyun Kim and Youngmin, Choe (New York: Duke University Press, 2014):
308.

' Young-Mee Lee, “The Beginnings of Korean Pop: Popular Music during the Japanese Occupation Era (1910-45),” in
Korean Popular Music: Riding the Wave, edited by Keith Howard, (Folkestone, Kent: Global Oriental, 2006): 2.
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phenomenon in a foreign part of the world, and people who are observing the phenomenon from

its place of origin?

At least in the field of Korean popular music studies, it would seem that work in English
academia has been concentrated in themes and topics considered more relevant to the
Anglophone world. On the other hand, over in South Korea, the Korean government has strongly
favored and pushed for research that contributes to the global outreach of Korean “soft power”
goods and products, as a part of the effort to strengthen the country’s political, economic, and
cultural leveraging options in international affairs.'? If we regard this divergence in the treatment
of the same phenomenon from different language groups as a symptom of cross-lingual and/or
cross-cultural misunderstanding or conflict, then a language broker may be called into action to
simultaneously reveal and repair a sort of communication disruption across a fragmented
linguistic/cultural landscape. Today’s age of global information exchange and instantaneous
digital communication via the online realm has rendered it so that certain problems and issues
that were once considered relevant only to specific groups of people in specific places are
increasingly becoming topics of interest to others far across oceans. The case of the K-Pop
phenomenon is one such example in the cultural industry. Translation may be prescribed as a

remedy in this globally interconnected landscape, as Dr. Yu Cho has shown.

Introduction to Brother Is a Street Musician

The stories I present to you in this English translation of a text originally coming from
Korea occurred some 100 years ago. The people who lived on the Korean peninsula during this

time were a people colonized by a neighboring country, Japan, which was quickly joining the

12 Joseph Nye and Youna Kim, “Soft Power and the Korean Wave,” in The Korean Wave: Korean Media Go Global,
edited by Youna Kim, (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013): 41.
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world rank order at the onset of the 20™ century as the sole empire of the East."* And yet, as you
will see in the first chapter of Brother Is a Street Musician, the very first, modern, popular music
industry emerged on the Korean peninsula during this period. If so, how can this music industry
truly be called “Korean”? And if it can, then how did a colonized people manage to construct
their own, unique form of popular music culture? This is the central question that the author,

Zhang Eujeong, attempts to address.

Brother Is a Street Musician is one of the first comprehensive, archival studies to look
through and catalog surviving gramophone record albums of Korean songs from the first half of
the 20™ century, as well as the lyric books that usually accompanied these albums. To deconstruct
what it meant for the first arrival of a modern, popular music industry to coincide with the
country’s history under colonial rule, the book considers the myriad of factors that enabled this
occurrence, from the entry of the gramophone and foreign record companies into the peninsula, to
the birth of the first popular consumer mass and their rapid transition into life in a new, modern
society. The book also undertakes the difficult task of evaluating the role of Japanese cultural
influence in the process of the music industry’s development, suggesting a need to reconsider the

widely established theory of “transplantation” in the field of popular music studies in Korea.

Questioning the formative processes of a music industry and culture in the era marked as
the moment of emergence has implications for understanding its identity and characteristics not
only in the present, but also across its path of global circulation as it encounters foreign languages
and cultures. As a text focusing on this formative period in Korea’s popular music history,
Brother Is a Street Musician will serve as a great companion to works like You Call That Music?!

and other remedies coming from Korea, aimed at facilitating dialogue between how the popular

13 Bruce Cumings, “Korea, A Unique Colony: Last to be Colonized and First to Revolt,” The Asia-Pacific Journal vol.
19, issue 21, no. 2 (2021): 2.



music and cultural history of Korea has been viewed and studies from here (the U.S.) and there

(Korea).

The Cultural Policy of the Japanese Colonial Government

For readers who may wish to catch up on the historical background and circumstances of
Japanese occupation of the Korean peninsula from 1910 through 1945 before they visit the
people, music, and stories in this book, some key dates and terms are provided. Korea, which was
known as the Chosun Dynasty for a period lasting over 500 years since it was founded by Yi
Songgye in 1392, was officially recognized as a Japanese colony on August 29, 1910, under the
Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty.'* The Japanese Government-General of Korea was established
as the official governing structure, controlling all aspects of life in the colony. From 1910 to
1919, the Japanese Government-General exercised severe repression on all forms of political and
cultural life during a period of ‘Military Rule’."” The education system was entirely reformed to
train an efficient labor force of Koreans whose purpose was to serve the mainland’s economic
development. ‘Military Rule’ ended after the nationwide demonstration for independence known
as the March First Movement of 1919 ignited a passionate wave of ethno-nationalism among the
Koreans. It was replaced by a period of ‘Cultural Rule’ in the 1920s and early 1930s, during
which the Japanese Government-General reoriented its stance on colonial rule to include several
soft-line policies, at least on the surface.'® But the period of ‘Cultural Rule’ by no means
indicated a loosening of the hardline policies aimed at eradicating the ethnic spirit of the colonial
subjects and educating them to assimilate as members of Japanese society. Instead, culture was

employed as a tool of sorts to enact societal reform. By the mid-1930s, the military began to seize

14 Mary E. Conner, The Koreas: A Global Studies Handbook, (Santa Barbara, California: ABC CLIO, 2002): 20, 35.
1S A5, R, SEAF %) @HAF3 2 AT 1509, (A7) % 1G] =7 0] 912, 2016): 218,
16 323+ 12497, 218.



control of the Japanese state, securing absolute power with the onset of the Second Sino-Japanese
War in 1937 and with Japan’s entry into World War Il in 1941."" The final period of Japanese
colonial rule, termed ‘Rule by Eradication of Ethnic Spirit’, lasted from the late 1930s until

Korea’s liberation from Japan on August 18, 1945.'%

Readers will find that these three periods of colonial rule, loosely described by the
changes in the ruling policies enacted by the Japanese Government-General, somewhat align with
the three stages of ‘Recorded Album History’ outlined by Zhang in chapter one, although there is
some time lag between the changes in government policies and the changes in popular music
trends that followed. Zhang terms the first stage of this history the ‘Embryo Age’ (1899~1928),
from when the gramophone and record companies first entered Korea in search of a music market
to when these companies began experimenting with songs of various genres. Next, the ‘Golden
Age’ of record albums arrived in 1929 and lasted until 1941, the period that can truly be remarked
as the arrival of the first popular music industry in Korea. Finally, the ‘Dark Age’ ensued from

1942~1945 when all forms of music aside from military music was banned.

The Theory of Transplantation

The Japanese colonial period remains a topic of extreme sensitivity and controversy in
contemporary Korean society. Many Koreans, whether they’re ordinary folks, historians, cultural
theorists, or journalists, find it difficult to decouple the strong sentiments of ethno-nationalism,
shame, resentment, and desire for retribution that deeply color this period of Korea’s history in
their collective minds when engaging in any treatment of the topic. As a result, the most

prevalent, widely established theory in Korea when regarding the music culture of the colonial

17 Conner, 41.
18 Conner, 43.



period is that Korea’s popular music industry during this time was “transplanted” by the
Japanese. The national discourse that prevails in the minds of many Koreans, instilled by the
country’s education system and fortified by cultural artifacts such as national monuments and
commercial media, constantly reminds them that the Japanese colonial period was an era of
unforgettable grief and shame. To fit this image, Korean history has often portrayed the colonial
subjects of Joseon solely as victims of violent, oppressive domination, who had no means of
expressing their freedom in their daily lives and no other desires than to reclaim their homeland.
Due to the acute sensitivity of this period, scholars have found it that much more difficult a task
to try and reconsider the music industry and the music culture of this time from different
perspectives. For example, to find that the Korean people of this time actually enjoyed music that
was strongly inspired by popular sounds from Japan could be cause for much anger and criticism.
The “transplantation” theory takes a safer path by claiming that a Japanese system of a modern

music industry was brought into Korea by force and manipulative policies.

As the widely established view for regarding the music culture of Korea during its
colonial period, the “transplantation” theory also became accepted as the dominant viewpoint in
English-language academia on those occasions when the first half of the 20" century received a
brief, if any, mention in existing studies on the music history of Korea. Young-Mee Lee, the
aforementioned, original author of You Call That Music?!, is a representative voice in Korean
scholarship in this theory. Her analysis of Korea’s music industry during the Japanese colonial
period as one born from a collision of “transplantation” and “hybridity” appears as the first
chapter in Korean Popular Music: Riding the Wave edited by Keith Howard, one of the first
English-language book-length works devoted to the topic of popular music from Korea in

academia.'’ In this case, rather than exploring other theories or viewpoints, the widely established

19 Young-mee Lee, (2006): 9.



theory was simply accepted during the course of a transaction of knowledge from one

linguistic/cultural group to another.

Against this line of reasoning, which has thus far served popular music studies in Korea
in a relatively safe and uncontroversial manner, Brother Is a Street Musician puts a bold foot
forward with a slightly different approach. In chapter one, Zhang visits the arguments made by
transplantation theorists as well as their counterparts, theorists of “autogenous generation” who
claim that Korea’s traditional music was able to survive the threat of erasure during the colonial
period and generate a form of “pure”, Korean music culture. Zhang points to the need to reassess
both theories through the approach of archival analysis, a method which will find (throughout the
rest of the book) that no single theory can encompass nor universally speak for the diverse genres
and types of music from this era of the first popular music industry of Korea. In chapter two,
Zhang formally begins the task of cataloging songs distributed on commercial gramophone
records from the first half of the 20™ century into types of traditional songs and types of popular
songs. Remarking on the unique and distinct processes of creation pertaining to each genre,
Zhang problematizes the notion of assigning a music genre a singular “identity” based on its
moment of genesis or its point of origin. While rejecting or disproving the “transplantation”
theory is by no means the central objective of this book, it is nonetheless groundbreaking in its
efforts to treat the topic from a critical position, inviting readers to adopt an openness toward

multiple perspectives and interpretations.

A Note on the Title of the Book

The main title of this book, Brother Is a Street Musician, takes its name from the title of a
well-known song from the first half of the 20" century that is still remembered by Korean people

today. “Oppantin P'unggakchaengi” or “Brother Is a Street Musician”, written by Pak Yongho,
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composed by Kim Songkyu, sung by Pak Hyangrim, and released by Columbia (40837A) in
December, 1938, falls into a category of popular songs from this period called manyo, or comical

songs. The lyrics of the song go:

My brother is a p'unggakchaengi, you know

My brother is a meanie, you know

I don’t know, I don’t know, if he keeps stealing my food, I just don’t know

He only eats bulgogi and tteokbokki

And gives me pickled cucumber and bean sprouts

My brother is a hog, my brother is a meanie

My brother is a greedy prick!

My brother is a nitpicker, you know

My brother is a meanie, you know

I hate it, [ hate it, [ hate it when he read my letters without permission

He goes off to the Meiji-za Theater on his own

Then when I ask him to run an errand, he makes up an excuse

My brother is a cop-out, my brother is a fretter

My brother is an absolute fusser!

My brother is a drunkard, you know
11



My brother is an alcoholic, you know

I don’t know, I don’t know, if he keeps coming home late at night drunk, I just don’t

know

He always runs late for work in the morning

And complains that the company won’t give him a raise
My brother is a grumbler, my brother is a habitual boozer

My brother is such a loudmouth!

Manyo songs originate from comedy skits or satirical plays which were popular in theater
during this period, turned into song form. These songs were meant to be funny and witty, telling a
story to induce laughter from listeners. “Brother Is a Street Musician” tells the story of a young
woman who complains about her lousy older brother. Despite the use of relatively strong
wording, the overall tone of the song, including the light and nasally singing technique, suggests
that her complains are more on the affectionate side, giving the song a fun and charming quality
that appeals to listeners. Just like other genres of popular songs from this time, manyo songs,
according to Zhang, richly reflected the social circumstances of the life and the beliefs of this
period. One quality that set manyo songs apart from other songs in this regard was that the lyrics
of manyo explicitly captured what life was like for ordinary people in satirical form, revealing the
ways that music became an expression of social critique at times, while also transforming the
struggles or difficulties of the times into matters that people could laugh about in moments of

respite.

The example of “Brother Is a Street Musician”, a song that inspired the title of Zhang’s

book, adequately illustrates the method of analysis that the author employs throughout her book
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to visit the various aspects of life, society, and culture in Korea in the first half of the 20™ century.
As Zhang will show, songs such as “Brother Is a Street Musician” remain important historical and

archival artifacts that connect us to the past.

Chapter Descriptions

Archival categorization and analysis make up the central method of observation in this
book. Chapter one begins by framing the many “firsts” that characterized the first half of the 20™
century as the critical moment of development in the music and cultural history of Korea,
answering why revisiting the first arrival of a popular music industry in Korea is a significant
task. Chapter two breaks down the scheme of the book’s method in careful detail, identifying the
three conditions that worked together to bring about the first popular music industry during this
period — the gramophone, record companies, and the birth of the first consumer mass. The chapter
goes on to explain the book’s method of cataloging, first dividing songs distributed on record
albums from this time into traditional songs and popular songs, then further breaking down these
categories into genres — genres such as chapka [common people’s songs], pansori, tan’ga [warm-
up songs performed before a pansori performance], and minyo [folk songs] fell under traditional
songs while trot, sinminyo [new folk songs], manyo [comical songs], and jazz songs comprised
the four main genres of the very first popular songs. Chapter three focuses on the first popular,
consumer masses of the Korean music market, revisiting how the masses of this period idolized
popular singers for the first time, drove and influenced consumption trends through the popular
vote and sales, and accepted popular music as a vital part of their lives, at times as a source of
emotional comfort and at others, as expressions of solidarity and resilience. While the author
incorporates her analytical method for examining songs by their type, genre, lyrics, meaning, and

historical value throughout the second and third chapters, she formally takes up the task of

13



analyzing the four main genres of popular music from this period in chapter four. Readers will
find in chapter four a vast collection of songs that the Korean people in the first half of the 20"
century loved and adored, and learning about why they loved and adored these songs as they did
will stir up sentiments of sympathy and comradery with people from the past in mysteriously
revealing ways. Finally, chapter five wraps up the book with a discussion on the capacity of
popular songs to survive the tests of time, and in doing so, serve as windows into the past through
which the people of the present can discover potential solutions to the social and cultural
challenges of today. Such a discussion contributes meaningful perspectives in the ways that we
question the identity, the origins, the characteristics, and the influences of music today that is

being circulated across global currents.

Differences between the Original Text and the Translation

There’s a popular saying in Korean that goes, “We prefer what is ours.” It is a statement
embedded with both nationalist and anti-imperialist sentiments, while at the same time,
inextricably linked to neoliberalist ideals. Frequently, the statement is used to encourage people
to consume Korean products over foreign exports, no matter how bright and sparkly the appeal of
new and innovative products from the West. In this statement, the possessive pronoun “ours”
undeniably refers to a “Korean” identity. The use of the pronoun signals a deliberate choice to
discern and emphasize the “Koreanness” of what is being described as different from that deemed
as an alternative option, and at times this may be a competitor, while at others, it may be an
aggressor or an invader. In Brother Is a Street Musician, Zhang frequently uses the possessive
pronoun “our” to discern what is deemed Korean as different from what arrived in the country by
way of the Japanese colonizers and by way of other foreign influences. Furthermore, the author’s

9

deliberate use of phrases like “our country”, “our nation”, and “our people” designates the Korean
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peninsula and the Korean people as a sort of “ground zero” where processes converged and
reacted to bring about the first, modern popular music industry of Korea in the first half of the
20" century. While it is important for readers to understand the significance and intended
function of the possessive pronoun “our” in the original text, it remains the case that the use of
the pronoun in the English form will not conjure up the same meanings for English readers.
Therefore, in the English translation, all uses of the possessive pronoun “our” to describe what is
deemed Korean have been replaced or altered, either by using the descriptor of “Korean” or by
altering words and phrases by other means. As the original text was written specifically for
readers of Korean, some passages inherently refer to people, objects, and places in the Korean
context, although absent of any such indicators. In the English translation, I have chosen to
introduce descriptors such as “Korean” or other contextual indicators in some places to account

for such changes necessitated by the cross-lingual delivery of information.

Translation occurs not only across languages, but also across the passage of time in
Brother Is a Street Musician. Zhang’s analysis of popular songs from the Korean peninsula in the
first half of the 20™ century employs newspapers, magazines, and various primary sources from
the era as supplementary material for inquiring into the people, society, and sentiments of this
time. During this period, publications on the Korean peninsula consisted of more literary Chinese
characters than hangul ones. A scholar trained in traditional Korean literature, Zhang references
the primary materials from this period by translating them into fully hangul excerpts. To prevent
any confusion in meanings, some words and phrases will also be accompanied by their literary
Chinese characters in parentheses, a style still used in written Korean today in many formal and
academic publications. In the English translation, I have attempted to adhere to Zhang’s
translations in tone, style, and wording as closely as possible. When the original text included
literary Chinese characters, the characters were used to check the correct meanings of words, but

all characters themselves were omitted in the English translation to avoid communicative
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disruptions poses by the introduction of a third language. When parentheses appear in the English
translation, they will serve one of two functions: 1) to indicate the literal meanings of
transliterated words, replacing the literary Chinese characters provided, or 2) to offer additional
clarification of meaning in a similar fashion to the literary Chinese characters in the original text.
No new parentheses were added in any instances where words or phrases did not include literary

Chinese characters in the original text.

Readers will also notice the translator’s decision to include some Korean words in their
transliterated form. Traditionally, transliteration has been considered one strategy of translating
terms for which no exact equivalent exists in the target language.*® Historically, when translation
occurred as a strategy of conquest, transliteration was exercised as a form of lexical exoticism
during the transmission of native knowledge back to colonial centers of power.?' While
acknowledging the directional tendencies of center-periphery relations in linguistic transactions,
particularly in transactions involving the English language, for the purposes of this book, I
suggest transliteration as another strategy of mediation. Essential terms used in their transliterated
form in Brother Is a Street Musician include the traditional and popular song genres chapka,
pansori, tan’ga, minyo, sinminyo, and manyo, among others. Transliteration as mediation, in this
sense, attempts to reject both overtly domesticating and exoticizing strategies and rather
introduces these terms to readers as new concepts to learn and consider in the act of cross-lingual
interaction. For this purpose, I provide short explanations of these words in their literal or
descriptive meanings using brackets [], as demonstrated in the previous section. Brackets
containing short explanations of transliterated words will appear for the first few times that these

words were mentioned in each chapter. Exceptions include proper nouns, such as some song titles

20 Baker and Saldanha, 609.
21 Baker and Saldanha, 609.
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or magazine titles. All brackets inserted in the translation may be distinguished from any

parentheses and considered forms of paratextual commentary by the translator.

Popular Music History as Narrative Force

Observing the music and cultural history of the past to understand that history’s
connections to life and the people of the time, and their connections to the present, is an approach
that is hardly unique or distinctly applicably to the context of Korea. Rather, as cultural theorist
Stuart Hall noted, to declare an interest in the study of popular culture is to “correct a major
imbalance” and “to mark a significant oversight” in how history has been observed and studied.*
Hall believed that “the changing balance and relations of social forces throughout history reveal
themselves, time and again, in struggles over the formation of the culture, traditions, and ways of
life of the popular classes.” Perhaps what he meant was that studying the cultural history of a
people illuminates particular aspects of that people’s social history in ways that a more traditional
telling of history does not. As an attempt to approach the social history of the people of Korea
during an unstable and turbulent time through the popular music they sang and enjoyed, the work
undertaken in Brother Is a Street Musician can be an informative framework and an interesting
approach for not only scholars of Korea or popular music, but more broadly, scholars and
students inquiring into the complex cultural histories of various peoples throughout history,
negotiating forces like colonization, sudden and involuntary modernization, entry into a capitalist
market and economy, and what the convergence of such chaotic conditions meant for the ways of
life of the popular masses at the center of such transformative experiences. As the translator of

this book, I offer not only my labor, but also my faith and devotion to what I hope can be one

22 Hall, Stuart, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular’,” in Essential Essays, Volume 1: Foundations of Cultural
Studies, edited by David Morley, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019): 351.
23 Hall, 347.
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form of prescription or at least a partial remedy, for the growing number of scholars and students
who are interested in and who wish to participate in conversations about the music of Korea, but
who may have faced limitations in accessing information about the topic from various
perspectives. At the same time, [ entrust potential readers with much responsibility as an
unconfident translator-doctor. One translator who primarily translates literature from Spanish and
Portuguese into English noted that translation is “not much in the business of explaining
things.”** What translation does instead, is simply “name” the thing. The act of translation names
a thing in a way that the reader who couldn’t picture what was being described before, can at least
picture what is being described by the words with at least some comprehension. The reader’s
responsibility, then, is to make sense of what is being named in their own interpretation, and
assign meaning and value to the words based on their own views and in the context of their own
linguistic/cultural landscapes. In this way, the translator hopes to convince readers that there is
something to be brokered. But you never know what you’ll get out of a deal until the transaction

is complete.
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Additional Remarks on the Method of Translation

1. The original English title of the book chosen by the author was Brother Is a Street
Musician — The Modern Era in Popular Songs. Feeling that the subheading did not
accurately translate the book’s original Korean subheading, I suggested a change,
resulting in the current title, Brother Is a Street Musician — Viewing the Landscape of

Modernity Through Popular Songs.

2. Song lyrics are translated to convey their poetic meaning as closely as possible, without
regard to structural forms such as meter and rhyme. In songs that include catchy,
repetitive lines meant to hook listeners into singing along, these phrases were

transliterated.

3. The romanization of Korean names and terms in this book generally follow the McCune—
Reischauer system, except for names and terms that already have standard English

spellings.
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Foreword

The beginning dates back to 1993. That year, | had to make a momentous decision. I was
standing at a crossroad between tossing away the dream of becoming a singer that had shaken up
my entire life or keeping it. It was ultimately fall of that year, after failing the preliminary
audition for the college music festival, that I was forced to confront the fact that I was not good
enough to become a singer, and that the wall of reality was much higher than anticipated. Thus, I

had no choice but to tweak my dream.

That’s right. I never threw away my dream. I only tweaked it. Since my childhood, I
could not imagine a life without song and dance, and if I couldn’t sing and dance myself, well I
could still keep it a part of my life as the subject of my academic study. But then I was at a loss
over how or where to start. So I turned to oral tradition. The decision was based on the belief that
popular music enjoyed by people today must resemble, in some aspect, the way that song and
dance was enjoyed by our ancestors long ago. This might sound redundant, but without knowing
the past, how can we know the present? That’s why I started out by dabbling in the traditional
arts, particularly oral tradition. I thought to myself, start from the traditional and work my way up

slowly toward modernity.

When I initially began studying oral tradition as a graduate student, [ was quickly filled
with doubt about whether I could get to the era I had so dreamt of, the era of popular music. Back
then, there was virtually no ground from which a graduate student could even begin to approach
popular music from an academic standpoint. Still, when I think about it now, I believe that my

decision to start with oral tradition to eventually get to popular music was the right one. By
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studying oral tradition and composing my master’s thesis on the genre of folk songs, I was able to
encounter the song, dance, and people of the distant past and the lives they led. My work which
started out in the traditional arts became the soil from which I would grow my research in popular

music.

This book is an extension and a revision of a doctoral dissertation on popular music
during the period of Japanese colonialism. Around the time I was preparing for my dissertation,
popular music as an academic field was still in such an infant stage that I had little confidence in
myself and faltered many times out of uncertainty. But after it was decided that I would publish
my work in book format, and after spending about a year rethinking and revisiting a larger body
of source materials, I went on to form a certain conviction. This book taught me that the people of

those days and their lives were no different from the people and lives of today.

People back then went wild over popular music and popular musicians just like today,
sending fan letters or knocking on the doors of record company buildings season after season,
hoping to become singers themselves. Up until now, the masses, especially the masses of the
Japanese colonial period, have been treated as if they were simply ignorant and unsophisticated,
just waiting to be enlightened, or as if they were passive subjects tossed this way and that by their
Japanese rulers. That’s not to say that I want to completely reverse this view and argue that the
masses of the period were always proactive entities. In reality, the masses are entities whose
actions and reactions are unpredictable, like a football that bounces in unpredictable directions.
Ironically, the censorship and coercion enacted by Japanese rulers at the time did not always

produce their intended results.

The purpose of this book is to observe the diverse lives and cultures of the masses on the
Korean peninsula during Japan’s colonial rule through the window of popular music. In this book,

we will meet those masses who laughed and cried as they enjoyed popular music just as we do.
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For the elders who have lived those times, this book will invite them to resummon forgotten
memories and fall into nostalgia; for young people, it will show them the very beginning of
Korean popular music, through portraits which are new to them, or which have been thus far
difficult to access. Furthermore, as this book is based on and is a revised form of a doctoral
dissertation, I have no doubt that it will be a helpful resource to researchers hoping to study

popular music with an academic approach.

Are readers of this book fans of trot music? But this book is not exclusively about trot. In
fact, much of the text deals with strands of early popular music in Korea which have been thus far
suppressed by the mightiness(?) of trot, such as jazz songs, manyo [comic songs], and sinminyo
[new folk songs]. Nonetheless, it remains true that a great portion of this book is dedicated to that

genre of music called trot. Its popularity during the period was immense, after all.

I must confess that I used to not like trot much. No, despised it, really. For some reason, I
considered it a vulgar and degenerate genre of popular music. As a student who was faithfully
devoted to the institutionalized education of my youth, I refused to consume this music that was
considered the cultural property of the Japanese. If trot music played on TV, I would frown and

change the channel.

So then when was it? It was in my fourth year as an undergraduate student, when I was
lonely and heavily burdened by the uncertainty of the future. I got on the bus in the early hours of
the morning to get to school. It was still dark out, and there was only me and the bus driver on

that bus. During that bus ride, I heard a trot song on the radio.
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Smear away one stroke from the letter for ‘stranger’

and the one who was once a ‘stranger’becomes ‘dear’, but

blot one stroke to the letter for ‘dear’

and again they become nothing more than a ‘stranger’, what a joke is the story of our

lives.

It was a trot song called “Doronam [Strangers Again]”. [ was completely drawn to the
lyrics, humming along, until I began bawling aloud on that bus. It was as if the melody and the
words were crying out for my own feelings. I realized it then. Those songs that we called vulgar
and degenerate were, for others, songs that comforted, consoled, and gave them will to live. For
our fathers and mothers, our grandfathers and grandmothers, trot songs of the past did that for

them during a time of suffering.

From then on, I opened my heart to trot. It turns out, trot during the Japanese colonial
period was in many ways closer to the music of the cultured elites, no way considered a
degenerate genre as it is now by some. I plan to research this further, but that is not a matter for
this book. My point is that once I opened my heart, I saw much of what I had missed. I approach
this book with the view that it is quite dangerous to judge an object based on certain principles
and beliefs. To judge an object in its entirety, it is necessary to contemplate it both on the micro
and the macroscopic level by utilizing historical records of its period. Thus, this book attempts to
observe the entirety of its object of inquiry by utilizing the historical records of its period as to

uncover a true understanding of it.
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As a matter of fact, I consider this book my first love letter dedicated to popular music.
But not every moment that [ spent preparing for and writing this book was filled with joy and
happiness, as such is the nature of love. There were times when it was painful and times when I

felt like giving up. Would it be true love if it were filled only with the gleam of roses?

My love for popular music was filled with both roses and thorns. Between happiness,
sorrow, delight, and agony, I spent my days crying and laughing with the object of my love. How
could I possibly describe the trajectory of my life without the bends and twists marked by the
course of popular music? Popular music was there to comfort me whenever and wherever I faced
difficulties in my life. Put another way, popular music is what makes up not just a piece, but the
whole of my life. I began my work with the purest love and passion for popular music, and I

intend to continue my pursuit with that same love and passion.

When will I compose my second love letter? It took me a whole 10 years to finish the
first, so will I spend another 10 years working on my second? I don’t know. I cannot guarantee it.
AllL T can say is that my love for popular music will not stop. One day, I will write more love

letters to make up for all that I did not get to say in this book.

This book was able to see the light thanks to many helping hands. Professor Cho Tongil,
who, during my grad school days, showed me what it meant to have passion for one’s academic
work; professor S6 Taesok, who was for me the model of a righteous and dedicated scholar;
professor Sin Tonghtin, who faithfully remained true to his teachings that life and academic work
are reflections of each other ever since I first met him 11 years ago; professor Yi Chongmuk, who
guided me to a turning point in my life by suggesting that I pursue graduate school; professors
Kim Pyongkuk and Kwon Tuhwan, the supervisors of my master’s thesis and doctoral
dissertation; the great master Pak Songhtii, who introduced me to the difficult and amazing world

of pansori; and many other teachers, I deliver my deepest gratitude to all.
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Next, to those who helped me put together the appendix for this book, including Yi
Kunt'ae, who provided many precious audio records and portraits; Yi Kyongho, who gave
permission for record covers to be featured in this book; Yang Chonghwan, who produced the
audio accompaniment for this book; and to all of our earliest musicians who have fulfilled their
duties to popular music with deep, unwavering love — all those who have passed away and all
those who are still with us — I bow my head to each of you in gratitude. The musicians who
contributed to the creation of the very first popular songs of Korea are not only living proof of the
country’s rich music history, but they are the ones who forged the path by which popular music

has withstood the test of time and has continued to receive the love of the masses today.

Additionally, I give my thanks to my colleague Yi Chunhiii, who shared with me the
same fundamental knowledge about popular music and who did not hesitate to give me his advice
at every turn throughout my dissertation process; as well as Chon Inyong, who helped me prepare
the statistics included in this book. I also thank my students who attended my classes. I confess
that it is always a joy to interact with my students, and I will continue to interact with students so
long as I can. And of course, I thank the editors who worked tirelessly for the completion of this

book.

Finally, I thank my parents for being my strong, mental pillars of support, my husband for
being my patron, and my son for showing me the meaning of true love and happiness. Currently, I

am learning about life by watching him grow, and so, he is my teacher in life. I love you, son!

Originally conceived in 1995, completed in 2005, published in 2006.

Zhang Eujeong
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1. Introduction

Opening Phrase: “Popular songs, in a nutshell, are the songs of the populace, or songs that the
popular masses take pleasure in. When it comes to the birth of popular songs, it can be said that
outside of the role of the populace, another essential element is the role of the popular media. It
would not be an exaggeration to say that the gramophone was the womb which nurtured the birth

of popular songs.”

* Why Popular Songs from the First Half of the 20th Century?

Rain and Nam Insu, BoA and Yi Nanyong! What spatial or temporal distance divides these
popular figures? Is there a divide between them at all? Rain and BoA are known today as two of
Korea’s most popular and widely loved pop singers and Hallyu stars. What about Nam Insu and
Yi Nanyong? Nam Insu and Yi NanyOng were also, in fact, two of the most popular and widely

loved pop singers and top stars in Korea during the first half of the 20th century.

This book does not directly reference pop singers Rain and BoA. Rather, it tells the story
of their sunbae singers, their predecessors who made it possible for Rain and BoA to exist today.
More precisely, this story takes place in that period that marked the birth of Korean pop music.
After all, to visit the popular songs of the first half of the 20th century is to visit the very first
chapter of Korea’s popular music history, and that act itself holds great meaning. But why is it so
important to visit the first appearance of something? There’s a saying that goes, “It’s important to
fasten the first button in the right place.” Anyone can relate to the experience. You put on a piece

of clothing and start doing up the buttons absentmindedly, only to find you’ve put the first button
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in the wrong place and now the two sides don’t match up. You look at your lopsided appearance

in the mirror and smile bashfully.

It is important to visit the first appearance or the beginning of any object. That is not to
say that such a journey must be dedicated simply to the act of ‘discovering its origin’ or
‘proclaiming its moment of genesis’. As in the case of the ‘original jokbal [braised pigs’ feet]’,
the ‘original kalbi [short ribs]’, or the ‘original dakgalbi [chicken short ribs]’, the idea of the
‘original’ has become yet another element of marketability in today’s business sector; however, to
cling to such notions of origin even in the realm of popular music or popular culture may inhibit

us from encountering the true issues surrounding this field.

Nonetheless, it is no exaggeration to say that scholarship surrounding the early popular
songs of Korea has thus far focused almost exclusively on identifying their origins, particularly
when it comes to that music genre of trot which emerged at the beginning of the 20th century and
continues to thrive in the current music scene. As a result, no one has yet carried out adequate
research surrounding popular songs, including trot and all other genres which existed at the time
of trot’s inception. Simply put, the field of popular music research from the first half of the 20th

century has remained nothing short of a wasteland.

Research on popular songs from Korea in the first half of the 20th century still lingers in
its preliminary stages. The field has yet to uncover the most basic biographical records of popular
song writers or composers, and researchers have frequently carried out studies in spite of the
absence of a detailed bibliographic compilation of gramophone albums which played a pivotal
role in bringing about the first era of popular music. Theoretical research around popular songs of
the early 20th century has thus tended to precede any attempt to grasp a complete picture of the

era. Such research which circumvents the need for a proper bibliographic record of early 20th
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century popular songs cannot guarantee the credibility of their primary sources, and they tend to

foreground claims and criticism over all else.

People each develop their own, respective prospects of the future, and at times they raise
their voices to reiterate the importance of the collective future. However, one’s prospect of the
future cannot be fulfilled simply by shouting, ‘Future! Future!’. One cannot predict the future
without a precise analysis of the past and a reevaluation of the present. Correspondingly, we
cannot attempt to take steps into the future without looking back on our past. This principle

applies to the field of popular music as well.

We cannot understand the pop music of the current era nor can we properly evaluate it
without first carrying out the task of objectively understanding and evaluating popular songs as
they first emerged. We cannot know Rain and BoA without first knowing Nam Insu and Yi
Nanyong. But does the task stop at Nam Insu and Yi Nanyong? Visiting the beloved popular
songs of the first half of the 20th century will serve as the fertile soil for that great task of
properly assessing the popular songs of the present. And this will in turn inform the grounds from

which we develop prospects on the future direction of popular music.

It must be agreed that studies of popular songs from the first half of the 20th century
should take gradual steps, preceded first and foremost by the compilation of a bibliographic
record of materials from the era. Fortunately, the research environment for the study of popular
music has improved significantly in recent years. Two Korean phonograph record compendiums,
including The Complete Catalog of Phonograph Records (Academy of Korean Studies Ed., 1998,
Minsokwon) and A Comprehensive Collection of Phonograph Records (Kim Chémto, Ed., 2000,
Synnara Record) have been published, and the lyric books that came along with the phonograph

records have now been photocopied and published into six volumes by Minsokwon. Furthermore,
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as more lyric books or sound files privately possessed by individuals have become available,

research in the field can now proceed with the enhanced credibility of primary sources.

Popular songs often reflect life in the period in which they were conceived with great
sensitivity, and they are highly susceptible to the changes of their time. Accordingly, popular
songs carry immense value in the sense that they are windows into the many aspects of the
society of their era and into the thoughts of the masses who lived during those times. However,
the act of examining popular songs cannot consist simply of acknowledging their value or
denying it. What we need at present is a perspective which surpasses a basic acknowledgement or
denial, and which assesses popular songs from a pragmatic perspective, as to reveal the meanings

these songs held through the lens of those who lived in those times.

It may suffice to say that to visit the first chapter of the history of popular music on the
Korean peninsula is to begin a long journey of discovering the true identity that defines the
popular music of Korea. In summary, the reason that this book focuses on popular songs from the
first half of the 20th century is to encounter the social life and the public sentiment of that era and
in doing so, shed light on how we might define the popular music of Korea. Moreover, by
establishing a rubric for how to properly define popular songs from the first half of the 20th
century, we may revise our ways of thinking about the popular music of the present, and develop
new ways of predicting its future. This book will thus embark on a journey of retracing our steps

to the past as a means of understanding the popular songs of the present and the future.

% The Birth of the Consumer Public and Popular Songs
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Popular songs from the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century which were
distributed as record albums and enjoyed by the public make up the primary subject of this book.
Then what exactly are popular songs? In truth, it’s no easy task to agree on a proper definition of
popular songs or popular music. Before making certain claims about the definition of popular
music, one must first agree on a definition of the ‘populace’, and this is no simple matter either.
Approached from the perspective of fields such as sociology or the social sciences, the definition
of the populace becomes innumerably diverse, not to mention constantly changing from one
argument to another and resulting in a much more problematic issue. It may be that coming to an
agreement on a definition of popular music suitable for all tastes is impossible from the start. In
that case, taking a simpler approach to understanding the subject of dispute, and adopting a far
more general definition, is one way of solving the problem. This case applies to popular songs,

the primary subject of this book.

Popular songs, in a nutshell, are the songs of the populace, or songs that the popular
masses take pleasure in. Therefore, the existence of the populace serves as the premise for the use
of the term, popular songs. Then what is the populace? Broadly, the populace can be defined as an
assemblage of unspecific people without regard to their status, rank, education, wealth, etc. Even
by today’s standards, it is quite difficult for people to meet and gather as a communal assemblage
bypassing those characteristics of society such as status, rank, education, and wealth. Historically,
the Gabo Reform of 1894 marked the first movement toward the abolition of unequal class
division, at least on the surface, through a series of legislative decrees which announced the

liberation of slaves from their privately or publicly-owned status.

Suffice to say, the populace as a term emerged with the first traces of those people’s
movements intended to abolish social class division. With the turn of the 19th century, Korea

endured incommensurate change. Along with the rapid growth of commerce came the sudden rise
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of the common people’s culture, centered around Seoul and spanning from city to city. However,
the Korean people’s efforts toward and around the autonomously motivated change of this period
soon underwent severe distortion and perversion with the invasion of Japan. While Japan’s
invasion did alter the situation in many aspects, the point is that signs of transformation into a
mass society existed in Korea prior to the invasion. In other words, the seed which would
eventually give birth to the populace and popular songs was planted well before the turn of the

20th century.

There is one other aspect to consider when dealing with the populace, or the popular
masses, on the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century. For the Korean people, the
period of Japanese rule was a period of disgrace and humiliation. It is also for that reason a
problematic period. Nonetheless, it would be dangerous to view and judge this period from a
particular standpoint simply because of the fact that it was a period marked by Japanese
domination. To determine that ‘the populace of this period was A’ or ‘the populace of this period
can only be B’, deduced through an a priori understanding or justification of the period known as
the first half of the 20th century, raises serious concerns that a genuinely diverse picture of the

ordinary masses who lived during this period will go unnoticed.

The Korean populace of the Japanese colonial period took on many shapes and forms just
like the popular masses of today. Not all members of society during the colonial period suffered
from Japanese exploitation and devoted their lives to becoming freedom fighters with nothing but
the national independence movement on their minds, and not everyone strived to overcome their
pre-modern ways of life and become modern individuals after reaping the benefits of modernity.
The Korean populace of the Japanese colonial period led all kinds of diverse lives, and
determining which picture of the populace is a more accurate depiction requires an empirical

assessment of the facts. Therefore, the task of examining the populace of the Japanese colonial
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period and objectively evaluating the popular songs of this time calls for a method based on the

impartial evaluation of historical records.

When it comes to the birth of popular songs, it can be said that outside of the role of the
popular masses, another essential element is the role of the popular media. It would not be an
exaggeration to say that the gramophone was the womb which nurtured the birth of popular
songs. Just as Marshall McLuhan described the phonograph as a “music hall without walls,” the
phonograph made possible music for the masses rather than music for a single, small audience.
Even if the earliest phonographs were the exclusive property of the wealthy class, the act of
enjoying music through the phonograph was vastly different from enjoyment of music by other
means. The phonograph allowed for the same, recorded sound to be played repetitively, and the
sound of that recording, coming into contact with the air we breathe, made way for the

popularization of music.

In this way, popular songs can loosely be defined as ‘music enjoyed by the popular
masses by means of access through popular media’. The acceptance of such a definition of
popular songs means that those traditional songs such as chapka [common people’s songs] and
pansori [a traditional Korean form of musical storytelling], which were considered widely
popular before the time of the gramophone then also became recorded and included as a part of
record albums after the gramophone age, would also fall into the category of popular songs. But a
claim that ‘pansori is a popular song’ would call forth a formidable dispute worthy of immense
time and effort to defend or refute. Moreover, what must be noted is that our general perception
of popular music conjures up a certain category separate from chapka or pansori. While some
differences in opinion are bound to exist, our conventional understanding of popular music

generally tends to exclude songs such as traditional folk songs and pansori.
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The problem thus calls for a narrower definition of conceptualizing popular songs and
popular music. A narrower definition would be equivalent to ‘a work that is intended to be a
consumer product, written and produced by its composer and writer from the onset for the
purpose of distribution via a form of popular media such as the record album.” When defined in
relation to the composer, the lyricist, the singer, and the consumer product, popular songs take on
a certain categorization distinguishable from traditional music such as chapka or pansori. Besides,
to understand the psychological and emotional tendencies of the populace of the first half of the
20th century through the popular songs of the time, the focus must be placed on popular songs
which adopted their conventional definition as a result of their newfound emergence during the
period, and not on traditional songs which were also popular in earlier periods before they were

recorded for distribution.

At the same time, it should be clarified that popular music as it adopted its standard
definition in the first half of the 20th century cannot be considered wholly detached from the
traditional music of earlier periods. Who said, “There is nothing new under the sun?”” As a matter
of fact, it is very difficult to find an existence in this world that is entirely new. Any object which
claims it has come into existence in a completely new form is still bound to resemble another
object already in existence. Popular songs of the first half of the 20th century are no exception.
Therefore, while this book places its emphasis on popular songs which newly emerged during the
period, it examines the formation and status of popular songs with consideration for their

relationship to earlier forms of traditional music.

Meanwhile, gramophone album catalogs and lyric books serve as essential primary
sources throughout the narration of this book. It attempts to consult every gramophone album
catalog currently open to access, lyric books which came included in a gramophone album upon

purchase like a supplementary appendix, lyric books which have not been published for public
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use, and newspapers and periodical materials from the era, as to encounter as closely as possible

the true essence of popular music from this era.

Gramophone record lyric books serve as a particularly significant primary source, as they
allow for the examination of material in their original form. Songs widely popularized in the first
half of the 20th century have gone on to witness countless phases of adaptation and revision
before arriving at their present-day forms. In the case that a song’s composer or writer chose to
remain or settle in the North after National Liberation on August 15, 1945, those songs could not
be sung in their original form in the South. Oftentimes songs had to be remade, or the names of
their composers and lyricists changed, for them to be enjoyed again. Some lyricists who took an
existing song and simply altered its lyrics went on to claim the song as their own. As a result, to
regard the lyrics of popular songs currently in distribution on the market as primary sources
would create certain predicaments. This book has thus chosen to utilize gramophone album lyric
books, which comparatively retain their original form, as its principal, primary reference

material.

While hardly satisfactory, there are currently 1,591 songs obtained from gramophone
lyric books which remain preserved, with 1,489 of them being ones from publicly distributed
books and 102 of them being from privately owned ones. Among these, 984 are popular songs
and 607 are traditional songs. Genres which fall under the umbrella of popular songs, as defined
by their standard meaning which emerged in the first half of the 20th century, include yuhaengga
[any form of popularized songs] such as trot, sinminyo [new folk songs], manyo [comic songs],
and jazz songs. The current collection of primary sources consists of 689 yuhaengga, 197
sinminyo, 68 manyo, and 30 jazz songs. Traditional songs found in the gramophone lyric books
include 280 chapka [common people’s songs], 188 pansori, 87 minyo [folk songs], 44 tan'ga

[warm-up songs sung before a pansori performance], and 8 sijo [traditional poems].
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Table 1: Number of Songs per Genre Found in Gramophone Album Lyric Books

Popular Songs Traditional Songs
Yuhaengga 689 Chapka 280
Sinminyo 197 Pansori 188
Manyo 68 Minyo 87
Jazz Songs 30 Tan’ga 44
Sijo 8
Total 984 Total 607

Taking into account the tendency of songs to mix between genres, the above numbers are
mere estimates, rather than being exact. Nonetheless, the estimates provide a broad picture of the
songs included in the existing collection of Gramophone album lyric books. In addition, when
compared with the list of songs currently preserved in popular song form, only about '3 of them
are still sung today. Anyhow, these materials will be plenty adequate to analyze and evaluate

representative works of popular music from Korea in the first half of the 20th century.

* Beyond the Boundary between Autogenous Generation and Transplantation

Theories surrounding the formation of popular music during the Japanese colonial period
have proceeded in two directions, one being the theory of transplantation and the other being
autogenous generation. The theory of transplantation argues that our nation’s popular music

originated from the influence of Japanese music after it was severed from its connection to its
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traditional roots, and scholars such as Kim Ch’angnam and Lee Young-Mee have made
representative arguments in this school of thought. On the other hand, the theory of autogenous
generation grounds its argument in the social changes of the Late Joseon Period, reasoning that
songs such as chapka [common people’s songs] demonstrated characteristics of popular music,
and this school of thought is represented by the works of Pak Aekyong, Yi Nohyong, Ko Misuk,

Kang Tunghak, etc.

With classical literature scholars at its forefront, the theory of autogenous generation
arose as a means of challenging the theory of transplantation. For example, Kang Ttinghak
identified the core characteristics of popular music as ‘high yield in consumption’ and ‘ease of
comprehension’ and prescribed chapka as a form of popular music. Based on these characteristics,
Kang went on to argue that recorded albums cannot play a decisive role in prescribing that a

certain category of music falls within the range of popular music.

Although theorists of autogenous generation have presented arguments which are
convincing in their own ways, the main reason why their theories have remained largely rejected
lies in the fact that theorists of autogenous generation have primarily dealt with subject matter
which resides outside of the scope of the subject matter dealt with by their counterparts. In other
words, theorists of transplantation have advanced their arguments centered around popular music
identified by its standard definition, meaning music distributed through the recorded album, while
theorists of autogenous generation have stubbornly argued that the recorded album does not play
a significant role, instead directing their focus on the popular music properties of traditional

songs.

There’s little use in denying that traditional songs demonstrated popular music properties,
even before the emergence of popular songs in their standard definition. Just as day and night

permeate into one or the other in the process of emerging and receding, culture also possesses a
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natural process of formation and extinction as its fundamental attribute. To put it differently, the
environment in which popular music in its standard definition could emerge and take root in our

country was already laid down before its formal appearance.

Nevertheless, there is still a need to pay heed to the claims of transplantation theorists.
These theorists perceive the recorded album as an absolute component in the formation of popular
music, and in some ways, reasonably so. The generative role of the popular medium within the
discourse of popular music formation cannot be overlooked. The gramophone record, which took
up a central position as a form of popular media for the full duration of the first half of the 20th
century and allowed for the mass production, distribution, and consumption of music, radically

and foundationally changed the methods by which people enjoyed music.

Now, the issue with the arguments of the transplantation theorists is that while they
perceive the recorded album as an absolute component in popular music discourse, they somehow
bypass any mention of the work done in the earliest days of the gramophone record, which
predominantly consisted of recording and compiling preexisting songs such as chapka and
pansori onto the gramophone album. If the recorded album played such a decisive role in
prescribing the conditions of popular music formation as the transplantation theorists argue, then
they ought to have mentioned the traditional songs which were recorded onto albums in the days
before the formal arrival of popular songs. In fact, they must explain why traditional songs cannot
be categorized as popular songs, despite being recorded and compiled onto record albums just
like popular songs. Not only did transplantation theorists fail to address the early days when
traditional songs were recorded and compiled onto gramophone albums, but never in their work
did they attempt to conduct a study of the complete body of popular songs which were distributed

through the gramophone album.
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Because from the onset, transplantation theorists and autogenous generation theorists
applied different, incompatible criteria for measuring incompatible subject matters, there is no
question that a deep rift exists between the two arguments. A simpler solution to this problem
between autogenous generation and transplantation will require an approach that observes the
trajectory of music’s development by dealing with recorded albums as subjects in their original
form. Was anything in this world ever created solely from autogenous generation, or solely from
transplantation? New culture almost always emerges when forces and stimulants from the outside
bring together foreign elements with autogenous ones, fusing into its new state. Just think about
jajangmyeon [noodles in black bean sauce]. Jajangmyeon was a dish created by bringing Chinese

chunjang into Korean cooking, and it became a distinctly Korean dish.

This book does not mean to address the issue of transplantation and autogenous
generation as its sole or even main point. It also has no intention of becoming wrapped up in that
age-old argument. It’s about time that popular music discourse moves beyond autogenous
generation and transplantation. To cross that boundary line calls for a certain distance from those
age-old terms. And upon crossing that line, we will be able to understand the diverse popular

songs of the past in their true form.

Despite the above, consideration of the traditional arises intermittently throughout this
book, and this is inextricably tied to my own origins. | majored in traditional literature and
continue to harbor deep interest and affection for Korean traditions, which is why I was able to
discover elements and traces of the traditional in many places throughout this study of popular
music from the first half of the 20th century. Therefore, my mention of the traditional at various
moments within this narrative is not meant to make an argument for autogenous generation; it is
simply a natural reaction derived from my background. This book will take us on a journey where

we will meet diverse people who lived on the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th
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century but who were no different from the people of today, and we will encounter numerous

popular songs which made its listeners laugh and cry, just like the popular songs of today.

* Recorded Album History by Era

The history of recorded albums in our nation prior to 1945 can broadly be divided into
three stages. These are the ‘Embryo Age’, the ‘Golden Age’, and the ‘Dark Age’. The ‘Embryo
Age’ is the period between 1899, when songs were recorded manually on the gramophone for
commercial purposes for the first time, up until 1928, the year before the invention of electrical
recording. The invention of electrical recording as a method of production and technological
innovation came in 1929, after which recording labels formally marketized popular music
albums. Popular songs witnessed a surge in demand particularly in the early 1930’s, heralding the
‘Golden Age’ of popular music. Therefore, the beginning of Korea’s ‘Golden Age’ of recorded
albums and popular songs can be seen as dating back to 1929. Finally, the ‘Dark Age’ describes
the period between 1942, when military songs embracing overtly pro-Japanese messages made
their appearance, and 1945, the year of liberation. Hardly any new record albums were
distributed, and military songs dominated the music of this period enshrouded by the dark clouds
of war. The suggested division of the history of recorded albums in Korea in the first half of the

20th century is as follows.

e The ‘Embryo Age’: 1899~1928

e The ‘Golden Age’: 1929~1941

e The ‘Dark Age’: 1942~1945
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In an essay titled “Korean Music of the Late Nineteenth Century Preserved in the United
States”, Robert C. Provine revealed that in 1896, Korean laborers working in the United States
recorded songs such as “Arirang”, “Maechwa T'aryong”, “Chajangga”, “Tal-a, Tal-a”, “Aegukga”,
and more. Yi Minsik also wrote that 10 Korean musicians performed “Hwangp'ungak” [Imperial
March Music originating from the Goryeo Dynasty] at the World's Columbian Exposition held in

Chicago on May 1, 1893. Based on the above, it is possible that Korean music has been recorded

as early as around this time.

However, at the present moment, it is difficult to find evidence to suggest that music was
recorded for commercial purposes on the gramophone on Korean soil, and not in the United
States, prior to 1899. As a result, it can be assumed that the history of recorded albums in Korea
began around 1899. Traditional songs, rather than popular songs in their standard definition, made
up the majority of recorded songs in the earliest days of the commercial record album.
Occasionally, record albums featuring remake songs would make a splash in the ‘Embryo Age’.

Most gramophone records around this time were produced using the ‘horn recording’ method.

Gramophone albums produced using the electrical recording method were first
distributed in 1929. The electrical recording method brought on major innovation in the album
industry. Unlike the traditional horn recording method, the electrical recording method permitted
the unrestricted recording of even powerful, high-pitched sounds using a ‘microphone’. A
pamphlet created by Columbia Records to deliver the latest news in the music industry
emphasized that ‘Electrical recording ensures there is no static noise,” and included the following

explanation.
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Electrical recording, unlike the copper horn method of recording used in the past, utilizes
the application of electricity to record sound and is capable of recording both high and
low-pitched sounds, which traditional methods were incapable of capturing; therefore, it

can completely reproduce the sounds of an in-person performance.

In this way, the electrical method of recording sound boasted the advantage of capturing
in-person performances unhindered, bringing about groundbreaking reform to the overall quality
of sound. Right about this time, record labels equipped with this new technology began venturing
into the Korean market. Gradually, the intensifying competition between record labels gave rise
to a state known as the ‘Battle of the Big Six Record Labels’ around the year 1933. The ‘Big Six
Record Labels’ at the time were Columbia Records, Victor Records, Polydor Records, Chieron
Records, Taihei Records, and Okeh Records, and the rivalry between these labels soon turned into
a fierce ‘War of Records’. This was the extent to which the recorded album industry witnessed a

boom during this period on the Korean peninsula, at least until the end of the 1930’s.

But in 1942, the recorded album industry entered what was truly a ‘Dark Age’. While it’s
true that military songs appeared as early as 1937 carrying the label of ‘shigukka’ [songs of the
times] due to the influence of the Second Sino-Japanese War, these songs asserted comparably
less dominance or influence than other popular songs in the 1930’s. Then, in 1939, along with
Japan's entry into a state of total war, smaller record labels disappeared one by one until the only
labels still in operation were Columbia, Victor, Okeh, Taihei, and Polydor. The Pacific War broke
out soon after in 1941, and by 1942, recorded albums with military songs embracing overtly pro-
Japanese messages began to alter the course of the industry. After 1944, no more new record

albums were produced. Hence, the period from 1942, when Japan’s frantic, last-ditch effort in its
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destructive war of aggression reached its boiling point, until 1945, the year of Korea’s liberation,

can be marked as the ‘Dark Age’ of popular music.

The fact that popular music during this ‘Dark Age’ could not operate in its natural state is
a self-evident truth. For that matter, virtually no songs from the ‘Dark Age’ even fall within the
category of popular music. Bearing in mind that popular songs fulfill their characteristic out of
their proximity with the populace, the exact period in which popular songs from the Korean
peninsula in the first half of the 20th century remained true to their natural character would be
during the ‘Golden Age’, from 1929 until 1941. Therefore, much of this book will focus on the

journey of tracing back the steps taken in popular music during the ‘Golden Age’.

* Close Examination: The Faceless Singer

Who was the very first “faceless singer” in Korea? Ordinarily, many will point to singer
Jo Sung Mo, who made his debut with the song “To Heaven” in 1998, as the “original” faceless
singer. What left a strong impression on the masses at the time was not the singer who sang “To
Heaven”, but its music video. The dramatization of the music video starring Kim Ha Neul, Lee
Byung Hun, and Heo Jun Ho created an emotionally moving piece. Because the music video,
rather than the singer Jo Sung Mo, became well-known and widely popular at the time of its
release, Jo Sung Mo was able to use the mysticism surrounding his identity as his marketing

tactic and gain popularity during his debut era.

But how many people know that a “faceless singer” existed in the Korean music market
before the time of Jo Sung Mo, during the Japanese colonial period? The fact that a faceless

singer debuted during an age with no TV is notable in itself. These faceless singers, or ‘masked

45



singers’ as they were called in those days, made their appearance as a part of the record label’s
marketing strategy. The stage name used by these faceless singers often combined ‘Miss’ or
‘Mister’ with the record label’s trademark. Examples included Miss Regal, Miss Taihei, Mister

Taihei, and Mister Columbia.

Of course, not all singers who were promoted with stage names such as ‘Miss’ or ‘Mister’
were considered faceless singers. The first example of a singer who used the stage name
combining ‘Miss’ with the record label trademark was Miss Chieron. But it seems that Miss
Chieron did not originally intend to represent a faceless singer. Miss Chieron, whose real identity
was singer Na Sonkyo, first released the song “Maiden at Eighteen” (written by Yi Oetot,
composed by Paek P'a, sung by Na Sonkyo, Chieron 90B, released May, 1933) using her given
name Na Sonkyo. She went on to use the stage name Miss Chieron when she recorded the theme
song for the film “Beautiful Devotion” in May 1933. Yet, it was a known fact that the identity of
Miss Chieron was the singer Na Sonkyo, and therefore the use of the stage name itself did not

necessarily indicate that the stage name represented a faceless singer.

Miss Chieron, Na Sonkyo!

The sudden appearance of a songstress with a beautiful, delicate voice! Na Sonkyo! The
young daughter of a highly reputed family makes her popular debut! A soprano equipped
with a distinct and mournful voice. “Maiden at Eighteen” Even the moon nestled within
the clouds in the night sky waves its hand! A great vocalist whose talent is assured,

introduced to the world for the first time by Chieron!
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As shown in the above text, it was clearly specified that the identity of Miss Chieron was
Na Sonkyo, which makes it difficult to deduce that Miss Chieron was a stage name used for a
faceless singer. A similar case can be found in Miss Chosun, the singer and actress whose given
name was Kim Sonch'o. Kim Sonch'o promoted as a singer under Columbia Records as early as

1931, recording some 60 songs under the label.

Then, around August of 1933, Kim Sonch'o recorded three albums using the stage name
Miss Chosun. It’s likely that Kim Sonch'o used the stage name Miss Chosun due to the fact that
as a singer signed with one record label, it would be against the practices of the time to release
record albums under a different label. The stage name Miss Chosun thus acted as a workaround

for Kim Sonch'o to record albums under a different label.

If so, then who was the very first faceless singer whose intention was to remain faceless
from the beginning? Miss Korea, who debuted in 1934, was probably the very first faceless singer
in Korea whose aim and intent was to remain true to that title. Inside the lyric book, a photo of
Miss Korea showed a woman whose top half of the face was whited out so that the face would
not be recognizable. Miss Korea, who debuted with “Crown Prince Maui” (written by Yu Tosun,
composed by Kim Chunyong, sung by Miss Korea, Columbia 40530A, released September,
1934), created a sensation among the masses of the time as a faceless singer. The following text
demonstrates the extent to which Miss Korea was the center of the public’s attention at the time

of her debut by claiming to be a faceless singer.

Yesterday, our dear Miss Korea released a new album where she sang of the Crown
Prince Maui, who took shelter in Mount Kumgang during his life, producing a record
unequaled in its excellence and causing a remarkable sensation by bringing to life once

again the ode of Kumgang by poet Yu Tosun in the form of sinminyo, creating a splendid

47



record the likes of which was never before seen and which will never again be found. The
question over the identity of Miss Korea, whose popularity reaches a new boiling point
each day, is not only a hotly debated topic of discussion in every corner of the country;
love letters from young men drooling over that mystical voice floods the mailboxes,
indicating the growing significance of records in gaining publicity. Miss Korea, it won’t
be long before the name is ingrained in history as a great phenomenon of its time, but
upon hearing the ode to Kumgang once again, will we recognize the owner of that voice?
No, she is an angel who was hidden away on Mount Kumgang, who emerged holding up
her torch as a beacon of light in the recording album industry. A voice which grows
fresher and closer with each new listen, like the voice of a lover who calls out in one’s

dreams, that voice will forever leave emotions lingering in our hearts.

The above text, a promotional advertisement for “How Lovely That Mount Kumgang” (written
by Yu Tosun, composed by Kim Chunyong, sung by Miss Korea, Columbia 40534 A, released
October, 1934) sung by Miss Korea, shows that Miss Korea claimed herself to be a faceless
singer from her debut. According to the text, listeners from every corner of the country wondered
about her identity upon her debut, and young men who fell in love with her voice sent love letters
to her record label every day. The record label further builds upon the mysticism surrounding
Miss Korea’s identity by claiming that she is ‘an angel who was hidden away on Mount
Kumgang, who emerged holding up her torch as a beacon of light in the recording album

industry’.

Following Miss Korea, Miss Regal went on to debut as a faceless singer in 1935. After
Miss Regal, Pak Sehwan began promoting as Mister Columbia in 1936, then went on to release

an album at Taihei using the stage name Mister Taihei in 1937. Miss Korea, Mis Regal, Mister
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Columbia, and Mister Taihei were the first truly faceless singers of the 1930’s. Now, let us

investigate deeper into Miss Korea, the very first faceless singer in Korea.

The real identity of Miss Korea remains unconfirmed to this day. The single most
prominent trace of her identity can be found in an issue of Maeil Sinbo from May 16, 1937, which
featured an article comprising a few sentences on Miss Korea, accompanied by an unmasked

photo.

Miss Korea Enters Prostitution Sector

Miss Korea, a singer from the renowned record label Columbia Records known for her
signature chapka originating from the northwestern province of Gyeonggi such as the hit
songs ‘Crown Prince Maui’ and ‘How Lovely That Mount Kumgang’, entered the
prostitution sector not long ago by debuting with the stage name Kim Ch'uwol. The entry
of popular singers into the prostitution sector has become a (unidentified word — author)

trend in recent years.

Miss Korea recorded 4 songs on record albums at Columbia in 1934. Afterward, her name was
not found in any song records for some time, indicating that she did not promote as a singer after
that year. Then, as shown in the newspaper article above, she entered the prostitution sector and
took on the job of a gisaeng in 1937. In 1939, Miss Korea resumed promotions at Taihei Records
by releasing sinminyo like “Gazing Upon Baekdu Mountain” (written by Pak Yongho, composed
by Chon Kihyon, sung by Miss Korea, Taihei 8603 A, released January, 1939). As a result of the
increasingly strict censorship imposed by the Japanese colonial government, an English stage

name like Miss Korea could no longer be used, and she eventually changed her stage name to Mo
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Ranpong to continue her activities. Yet, details surrounding Miss Korea’s identity, as well as her
background and why she returned to the recording industry after her entry into the prostitution

sector, remain unknown, and the name Miss Korea endures as that of a “faceless singer”.

The concept of a faceless singer can be considered one type of marketing strategy based
on mysticism. Was a marketing strategy based on mysticism successful during an era without
TV? An article in an issue of Maeil Sinbo from April 15, 1937, remembers Miss Regal as a

successful case of a faceless singer’s debut indeed.

A Female Singer Who Debuted with a Masked Identity Reaches Boiling Point in

Popularity

The singer of the hit album “I Cry, I Cry”, produced by Columbia - Regal Records, is a
masked female singer known as Miss Regal. The record label’s publicity attempt to gain
popularity with a masked singer, Miss Regal, without giving out her real name, was a
great success, and with her masked identity, Miss Regal received over 20,000 plots of

land from the long (unidentified word — author).

Miss Regal, who debuted as a faceless singer in 1935, was Chang Okcho. At the time of
her debut, Chang Okcho gained immense popularity as a faceless singer, and received over
20,000 plots of land from her record label for her success. Based on the case of Chang Okcho, it
can be said that the mysticism-based marketing strategy of the faceless singer resulted in some

amount of success.

However, it seems that the mysticism-based marketing strategy did not yield lasting
effects. As a result, the very first faceless singer in Korea who debuted in 1934, Miss Korea, did
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not continue her activities much after 1935 and eventually entered the prostitution sector in 1937,
and Miss Regal, who obtained popularity quickly as a faceless singer upon her debut, only
recorded about 20 songs during the length of her career, implying that her career did not last

long.

In summary, the mysticism-based marketing strategy of the faceless singer was effective
in diverting the attention of the popular masses for a short period of time, increasing album sales
for that brief period, but the strategy failed to yield lasting results. A mysticism-based marketing
strategy alone is inadequate for sustaining the career of a singer loved by the masses. This truth
can also be applied to the popular music industry of today. Nonetheless, the existence of faceless

singers in an era without TV is itself a notable phenomenon.
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2. The Gramophone Record and the Creation of Popular Songs

Opening Phrase: “20 brief, yet prolonged years which brought both laughter and tears passed, and
arrived the first summer of 1930 when, along with the ‘cigarette’, there was not a man or woman
in any village or hillside of the 13 provinces who was so misfortunate that they could not bring
their ears up to the sound coming from the gift of ‘Edison’. Bring your ear close and listen. As
you stroll down the street, to the sound coming from the shop here, the shop there, the house here,
the entryway there, from across the street and over the stone walls, the sole comfort of the people

in these summer days, listen to the sound of the ‘record’!”

* Why the Focus on Gramophone Records?

The gramophone, also called the phonograph, is a device meant to reproduce the sounds
recorded onto a record. A needle follows the groove cut into the disc as it rotates, creating
vibrations which are mechanically amplified and funneled into the metal horn. The gramophone
was first invented by Thomas Edison in 1877. Edison patented the gramophone on December 24,
1877, and received the patent number 200521 the following year. Just as Edison described the
gramophone as “a machine that records and plays back the human voice at will”, in its early
years, the gramophone was largely used as an office instrument or alongside the telephone,
recording oral conversations or oral renditions of letters and documents. In 1890, it was
incorporated into the jukebox, a machine which played music at the deposit of a coin, gaining
popularity with the masses. Finally, in 1893, Emile Berliner successfully founded the U.S.

Gramophone Company. On October 8, 1895, Berliner established the Berliner Gramophone
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Company; on October 19, 1896, Frank Seaman established the National Gramophone Company,

and so began the popular era of the gramophone in the United States.

This book’s particular attention to the gramophone and gramophone records of the first
half of the 20th century has to do with the essential role that these objects played in the
distribution of popular music during this era. Broadly, popular music in this era was distributed in
three ways. First, through gramophone records; second, through radio broadcasts; and third,
through recitals. Of course, popular songs distributed through song books cannot be overlooked
either. Most traditional songs were already popularized by the time they were recorded on
gramophone records, and this was also the case for some of the earliest popular songs. This meant
that the masses became familiar with some songs after hearing them at a recital first, or there
were cases where songs with no known origin were passed around from one person to another
before a singer formally recorded it. Still, it was more often the case that songs were played on

radio broadcasts or at recitals after it was distributed as a record album.

Radio broadcasts were first introduced in Korea in 1927. But at the time, there were only
around 1,440 radios throughout the country. Based on the number of radios found across the
nation, as well as the proportion of popular music broadcasts on the radio at the time, it is difficult
to conclude that radio broadcasts had a greater influence on the masses than record albums. This
is in sharp contrast to the decline of album sales in the United States in 1925 due to the increased
supply of radios, but in Korea, it is generally believed that the significant influence of broadcast
music did not occur until 1938, when the supply of radios surpassed 100,000 units across the
nation. Based on the above, it can be argued that focusing on gramophone records rather than
radio music can better serve the purpose of obtaining a full account of popular music trends on

the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century.
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To observe the trends of popular music in this era, first one must assess the significance
of the gramophone’s entry into the Korean peninsula, followed by the systematic cataloging of all
popular songs recorded on gramophone albums. In fact, the systemized cataloging of all songs
recorded on gramophone albums will serve as a crucial step for the observation of the popular
music of the era from both a macroscopic and a microscopic perspective. Yet, there has been no
remarkable attempt until now to catalog popular songs on gramophone albums into their types
and genres. This indicates that there has been no attempt to properly assess the substantial role of
gramophone records in the formation of the modern popular music industry, not to mention a
serious lack of research dealing with a more detailed exploration of modern popular music. In
summary, despite the widespread recognition that the medium known as the gramophone record
can be considered foundational to the arrival of the modern popular music industry, research in
the field painfully lacks any attempt to approach popular music studies through an archival study

of gramophone records.

Consequently, this book aims to uncover the significance that the entry of the
gramophone album played in the music scene of this period, and it attempts to catalog the songs
recorded on gramophone albums into their many types and genres. This process will then help
measure out the proportion of popular songs to traditional songs recorded on gramophone albums,
as well as how the two genres progressed over the years. Moreover, a study focusing on popular
songs recorded on gramophone albums from the era will provide a complete picture of the
formation process of the popular music industry on the Korean peninsula during the first half of

the 20th century.

% The Emergence and Distribution of the Gramophone Record
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o Public Gramophone Listening Sessions

Korea was introduced to the gramophone in more or less the same era that the device was
introduced to the West, in the late 19th century. However, the Korean people may have had
encounters with the gramophone even earlier, based on volume 3 of Maech'onyarok (1899) where
it is written that Min Dae-sik invented the gramophone and the phototype. In the newspaper, the
gramophone was formally mentioned for the first time in 1899. A public gramophone listening
session took place in the center of Seoul on March 10, 1899, and an advertisement for this event

was published in the daily newspaper Hwangsong Sinmun the next day.

A gramophone invented by a scientist in the West was purchased, brought in, and set up
in front of Bongsangsa, at 113-tong 9-ho, and from it one can hear the sounds of songs,
flutes, saenghwang, and geomungo with the same quality as if they are performed live in

a theater, so come gather here and enjoy the sounds!

It’s estimated that the location where public gramophone listening took place at the time
was 113-tong 9-ho, outside Bongsangsa, the present-day location of Saemoonan Church in
Jongno-gu. Considering that the music played during this event consisted of the sounds of the
flute, the saenghwang, and the geomungo, it can be deduced that traditional music was selected
for the listening. The advertisement does not indicate whether the individual who purchased and
brought in the gramophone for this event was Korean or foreign, nor does it contain information
as to how many days the event went on after March 11. Nonetheless, it merits attention as a

historical event for the fact that it introduced the gramophone to the masses. The following
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excerpts from the dailies Tongnip Sinmun [The Independent] and Hwangsong Sinmun are also

some of the earliest instances of the gramophone appearing in publications.

A while ago, some outside folks bought a gramophone and put in it all kinds of tunes, and
the machine of the Westerners was brought along and played for a banquet prepared at
Kamtinjong in Samcheon-dong, where government officials including the minister of the
division were to gather to view the spring scenery. First, they put in it “Ch'unhyangga”
sung by a master singer and entertainer, then they put in it lyrical melodies sung by the
gisaeng Hwa Yong and the gisaeng Kiim Rang, and lastly, they put in it chapka sung by
the peasant slave girl San Hong and the young man Hak Pong. Well, they took that little
machine and made it run in reverse, and each melody they put in it before played just as
if it were being sung right there and then, so that all the people were gathered around it

like clouds, watching and listening and praising how odd it was, indulging all day long.

By the Kwangt'ong bridge in the southwest, at the first house in the first alley, a new
gramophone has been set up temporarily, and it contains all the famous melodies and
tunes on the piri and all kinds of sounds to appeal to the taste, so do come on, all of you,

and see for yourself.

In Chingch'dng village in the central west, at Chusok-dong, 23-tong 10-ho, in the house
beneath the paper goods store across from Yangjiamun, a first-class gramophone has been

purchased and set up with the open yard cleared for gathering, and it certainly is a

56



wondrous machine that plays all kinds of songs so all you admirers come out and have a

listen.

The first of these excerpts indicates that sound recordings using the gramophone existed
around the year 1899. Notably, the recorded music of this period consisted of songs by
entertainers, gisaeng, and lowly prostitutes. In 1899, gisaeng and prostitutes of a lower status
were not only differentiated based on their ranks, even their songs were differentiated into
categories. Another significant observation to be made is that the people gathered around like
clouds at the sound of the music played on the gramophone, praising its oddity. Indeed, the

people of this period perceived the gramophone as a very odd object.

The second and third excerpts shed light on how sounds from the gramophone were made
available to the masses. The gramophone was set up and played in a temporary location where
people could gather and listen. These records provide a small glimpse of the circumstances when

the gramophone was first introduced to the Korean people.

o The Gramophone as a Vehicle for the Promotion of a Harmonious Family

In the West, the gramophone became popularized more so as a tool used to listen to music
rather than for its function as a recording device. Set up as an instrument for enjoying music in
hotels, train stations, shops, pharmacies, cafes, etc., the gramophone gained a considerable
amount of popularity, and many found commercial success through the gramophone. Because of
the growth of the gramophone and the recorded music industry, the sale of piano music scores,
the products which had played the role of the gramophone record in the previous era, experienced

a rapid decrease. Popular songs became shorter to accommodate the constraints on time posed by
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record albums. Soon, the gramophone became a residential musical instrument alongside the
player piano or the crank organ, home instruments which were popular in the West from the late
19th century to the early 20th century. Statistically, the gramophone which began mass
production in the early 20th century displayed a distribution rate of 3 percent in American homes
in 1900, 15 percent in 1910, and 50 percent by 1920, astonishing figures when compared to the

distribution rate of the telephone which was invented around the same time.

Distributed to residential homes at astounding rates, the gramophone promoted and
solidified a historic social change — the formation of a nuclear family-centric lifestyle and

appropriate pastimes for this new type of family structure.

The situation in Korea was not particularly unlike this pattern observed in the West. Early
advertisements for the sale of gramophones in the daily newspapers Manse-bo, Maeil Sinbo, and

Chosun Ilbo suggested similar patterns.

Generally, people all across the land of Korea have widely recognized the gramophone as
a necessary medium for music which not only entertains the family, but contributes to a

harmonious household...

If you equip a home with a gramophone, the only machine favored for the home by social
elites of the world who favor music, it feels as if one is listening directly to the original
songs of musicians renowned for their sweet and soothing tones, songs from the national
band and orchestra to countless other kinds of folk songs and popular verses from the

Kyushu region, such as ones on the bipa [pear-shaped lute], stringed instruments,
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shamisen, gidayii [narrative chanting from traditional Japanese puppet theater], prayer

songs, and more.

The gramophone is an absolute necessity in one’s cultural life. It is a first-rate ingredient
in the maintenance of a harmonious family. To respond to the people’s great enthusiasm
even by one-ten-thousandth of what you have shown, our store is offering a bargain price
on gramophones, this perfectly well-crafted, elegant device of Japanese make with its
beautifully clear sound that is currently demonstrating majorly favorable reception in the
market. So don’t miss out on this opportunity and buy the gramophone, a must-have item

for any home.

The gramophone is a truly necessary object for cultural life, causing harmonious relations
in the family and promoting efficiency, and so with the arrival of spring, our store will be
hosting a great promotion by offering them at a bargain price so do not miss this

opportunity and buy one for yourself.

At first, the gramophone was introduced to Korean society as a ‘family entertainment
device’ or a ‘medium for harmonious family relations’. Particularly in the 1920’s, young Koreans
yearned to challenge the pre-modern family order and dreamt of the so-called ‘Sweet Home’,
formed by the ideal wife and the ideal husband. A couple living harmoniously in a Western-style,
two story home with a piano, where they would sing and read poetry together as a family — such
were the dreams of the young Korean men and women of the 1920’s. It’s possible that the

gramophone eventually became situated within the minds of these young men and women as the
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ideal musical equipment for the modern family home of their dreams. One observable aspect of
the arrival of the gramophone in Korea was that like in the West, it promoted and solidified
historic social change represented by the formation of a nuclear family-centric lifestyle. Music

composer Hong Nan-pa wrote of such changes, as seen below.

Now that I’ve finished writing about the need for music within our homes and families, I
would also like to introduce a fine musician to invite inside each one of your homes. This
musician is no mere pianist, violinist, or organist; it performs solo songs and orchestral
arrangements and is also capable of melodies that accompany that style of dance they call
‘jazz’. If you desire, it will even play for you yuhaengga, or the mill worker’s t'aryong
[traditional style of singing], or even the arirang t'aryong, there is nothing it can’t do with
its single body, it is the most ideal musician, so to speak. Its name is the phonograph

(gramophone). (Omit)

You see folks in the West dancing to the music of the phonograph or the radio, whether
it’s one family or two families that are gathered. Well, for our people, no matter how
delightful the novelty, the prospect of taking turns spinning arm in arm with in-laws,
daughter-in-law, son, and grandchildren all gathered in one place is a matter that requires
some serious thought. But how about after the nighttime meal or on Sundays when all
members of the family are at home, for just ten or twenty minutes, when parents take
ahold of their children’s hands, spin around, and clap to the dance tune or the march
playing on the phonograph, it will not only create a peaceful and harmonious mood for
the family, but will also have a great impact on the children as they learn and experience
the love of their parents and the warmth of one’s own home. I have no doubt that [the

phonograph] will be the most effective instrument for such purposes.
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Hong Nan-pa described the gramophone as the ‘finest musician for the home’. He wrote
that taking ahold of the children’s hands, spinning them around, and clapping to the dance tune or
the march playing on the gramophone will create a peaceful and harmonious mood for the family
and will allow the children to effectively experience the love of their parents and the warmth of
one’s own home. However, he also mentioned that no matter how delightful a novelty may be,
having in-laws, daughter-in-law, son, and grandchildren dancing together in one place was a
matter requiring serious thought. This implies that the gramophone was promoted as being more
appropriate for the nuclear family, rather than for the typical structure of the pre-modern family

with members of extended families all living together.

As shown above, the arrival of the gramophone in Korean society promoted and
strengthened the idea of the modern, nuclear family-centric lifestyle, just like it did so in the
West. But while the gramophone was promoted on the Korean peninsula as a device for family
entertainment upon its arrival, it’s unlikely that many Korean families owned one. In 1912, the
cost of one gramophone was around 25 won. Considering that the monthly salary of a fifth-rank
civil servant, a lowly ranked government post during the Japanese colonial period, was about 30
won in 1910, it’s clear that the gramophone was a very costly product at the time. Therefore, it’s
more likely that in its earliest days, the gramophone was possessed only by the most wealthy and

privileged class.

Nevertheless, the Korean masses had plenty of opportunities to encounter music from a
gramophone, even if they did not possess one for themselves. They could enjoy the sound of the
gramophone at a tearoom or on the streets, and eventually on the radio. Singers who recorded

songs for gramophone albums also held live performances to interact with the masses,
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contributing to the rising popularity of gramophone albums in the process. By the 1930’s, the

country had become the so-called ‘Land of the Gramophone’.

o The Land of the Gramophone

With the arrival of the 1930’s, Korea had truly become a ‘Land of the Gramophone’.
Excerpts taken from the mass culture magazine Samch'olli and the daily newspaper Maeil Sinbo

attest to this.

It is the great flood of records. It is the golden age of recording artists. For
middle-class families whose only source of entertainment is records, all they ask for is
records. Talk of the rivalry between the two major record companies, Columbia and
Victor, is but a story from the past. At each and every one of the 300 big and small
gramophone shops located throughout the land of Joseon, each record company
distributes at least 50 different kinds of new records per month, and each variety easily

sells anywhere between 1,000 to 2,000 copies.

(Omit) The six major record companies collectively produce about 600 new
records a month, and one record will sell up to 5,000 copies, meaning 3 million total
copies sold per month and 36 million copies sold per year. Even at a cost of 1 won per
copy, that still makes for a ferocious bid over a huge market selling 36 million won per

year. No doubt, the competition is heating up.

The five big companies at the front lines of this intense battle for the record

market in Joseon are Columbia, Victor, Chieron, Okeh, and Polydor. (Omit) The five
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companies together produced 537 unique records in 1933. Divided by company,

Columbia produced 200, Victor 74, Polydor 72, Chieron 71, and Okeh 120.

If one asks how many shops in Joseon distribute record albums, that would be about 200.
If one asks how many records are sold per year, Columbia and Victor sell 2 million each,
and if you combine these two with Polydor, Chieron, Okeh, and Taihei, that would be
around 6~7 million copies total. Even at a cost of 1 won per copy, that’s around 6~7
million won that is involved in the sale of gramophone records these days. Surprisingly, it

is an undeniably huge market.

Based on my investigation at the Government-General building, about 1.5 million record
albums are sold in a year in Joseon, and about one-third of those, which means
approximately 400,000~500,000, are albums with Joseon music. In the hands of
400,000~500,000 people among the masses, I can see that these record albums truly have

a great impact on our social culture. (Kim Tonghwan — Author)

The above excerpts demonstrate the immense popularity of record albums in the 1930’s.

The record album industry was experiencing such a boom that people were designating it the

‘Great Flood of Records’ or the ‘Golden Age of Records’. Even if the figures presented are not

entirely reliable, the excerpts are enough to suggest that records indeed experienced massive

popularity around this time.

The first excerpt states that due to the flourishing record album industry, there were as

many as over 300 record shops throughout the country and each record production company

63



released about 50 kinds of records per month, with each unique kind easily selling anywhere
between 1,000 to 2,000 copies. Furthermore, the six major record production companies
distributed about 600 unique kinds of records per month, with each record selling 5,000 copies,
amounting to 3 million total copies sold per month and 36 million copies sold per year. Even at a
cost of 1 won per copy, the record album industry is a 36 million won market over which record

companies are in fierce competition.

The second excerpt describes the sheer size of the record album market during this period
with reference to detailed sales figures. Using eye-catching headlines such as ‘The Great Flood of
Popular Songs’ and ‘The Land of Gramophone Records’, the article reports the number of unique
albums produced by the 5 record production companies in the year 1933. Excluding the sixth
major production company, Taihei, the article states that the five major companies combined
produced 537 unique records in 1933. There is a notable difference between this figure and the
“600 unique kinds of records per month” mentioned in the first excerpt. If a record company
released 600 unique kinds of records in a month, that would make 7,200 unique records in a year.
Based on the various circumstances of the time, it is highly unlikely that one company alone was

capable of producing as many as 7,200 records in just one year.

A disagreement occurs between the first and third excerpt as well. The third excerpt
claims that there were around 200 record shops in Joseon at the time, while the first claimed that
there were over 300 shops supplying gramophones and records. The third excerpt also deals with
the total number of records sold rather than the total number of unique records produced and
distributed. According to this excerpt, Columbia and Victor each sold 2 million records in one
year, and combined with the other companies, yearly record sales reached up to 6~7 million
copies. Based on the total number of records sold, the record album market sells 6~7 million won

per year at a cost of 1 won per record, indeed an undeniably huge market.
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The last excerpt presents data obtained by the author Kim Tonghwan at the Government-
General building. Based on this excerpt, approximately 1.5 million record albums were sold in
Joseon in a year, with 400,000~500,000 of those being albums with Joseon music. These figures
conflict with the figures reported by previous articles as well. Due to the notable differences in
figures related to the sale of records reported in different publications, it is difficult to find the
data fully reliable. There is always the possibility that the figures were exaggerated to capture
attention. The possible exaggeration of figures, nonetheless, cannot be used as evidence to negate
the existence of a boom in the record industry during this time. It is more probable that any
exaggeration in the media served to bring more attention to the thriving record album industry.
Even in the last excerpt, which presented the lowest figures, the author Kim Tonghwan himself

suggests that record albums had a significant impact on the social culture of this period.

As a result of the increase in the number of record production companies and the rapid
surge in the distribution of record albums in the 1930’s, gramophone records went on to exercise
greater influence among the popular masses. It was from this point on that the gramophone made

possible the mass consumption of popular music.

o The Gramophone as a Performance Hall Without Barriers

Once the gramophone was introduced to the Korean public, record albums became
widely popularized among the masses. Therefore, it is worthwhile to examine what this
widespread popularity of record albums symbolized. An article from the daily newspaper Maeil
Sinbo, published on June 14, 1930, reveals a glimpse into the public perception around the

gramophone during this period, as well as its symbolic value.
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20 brief, yet prolonged years which brought both laughter and tears passed, and arrived
the first summer of 1930 when, along with the ‘cigarette’, there was not a man or woman
in any village or hillside of the 13 provinces who was so misfortunate that they could not
bring their ears up to the sound coming from the gift of ‘Edison’. (Omit) Bring your ear
close and listen. As you stroll down the street, to the sound coming from the shop here,
the shop there, the house here, the entryway there, from across the street and over the
stone walls, the sole comfort of the people in these summer days, listen to the sound of

the ‘record’!

The article states that much like the cigarette, the gramophone had become so popular
that men and women of all ages lent their ears to its sounds. In fact, the article’s title, “Free of
Charge for All: The Upper Class, the Lower Class, the Young, the Old, Man or Woman”, hints at
an important change brought on by the gramophone. The appearance of this new type of popular
sound medium known as the gramophone made it possible for all people, regardless of social
class or age, to listen to the sounds emitted by the device. Even if one did not possess a
gramophone at home, the masses could still enjoy the sounds of the gramophone at a nearby shop
or in the streets, sometimes even over the stone walls of a stranger’s home, an indication of how
pervasive the popularity of the gramophone was to the masses of this period, transcending

boundaries such as social class and generation gap.

Before this time, music was categorized differently by that which was enjoyed by the
yangban class, or the aristocrats, and the common folk. Moreover, the music enjoyed by the
yangban class was made for the ears of a small crowd, and thus exclusive to the upper class. For
example, performances held at the p'ungnyubang [entertainment rooms], put on by court

musicians and gisaengs, were meant to be consumed solely by the yangban class. Those of the
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yangban class were simultaneously audiences and sponsors of p'ungnyubang performances, and
music was another means of showing off one’s power and wealth. Then, when the p'ungnyubang
closed down and the yangban class was more or less dissolved, the mass production of music
made possible by the gramophone created the opportunity for music to be consumed across all

classes and generations.

In this way, the gramophone not only stimulated social changes in people’s daily lives
and promoted a nuclear-family-centric lifestyle, but it also went a step further by popularizing the
consumption of music. The appearance of the gramophone fundamentally symbolized the lifting
of restrictions on music as the ‘good of the upper class’. Outdated methods of classifying music
as ‘classic’ or ‘popular’, as ‘high art’ or ‘low art’ could no longer be maintained, and those who
considered themselves consumers of the so-called ‘high art’ could not go on simply frowning
upon the music and culture of the masses. That is why Marshall McLuhan described the

appearance of the gramophone as the appearance of a “music hall without walls”.

Thomas Edison’s invention of the phonograph was simultaneously a marvel for human
civilization and a leap forward in the exchange between the arts and machines. Today,
people commemorate July 1 as the birth date of the phonograph, and the head office has
decided to celebrate this date as an unforgettable moment in humanity’s cultural history,
as the anniversary of the phonograph’s invention. With its function of recording and
reproducing sound, the phonograph has significantly contributed to the development of
music and its popularization. Nowadays, there is no work of art which has not formed ties
with the phonograph, whether it is a work of high art from the classical era or a work of
the present, and in Joseon as well, people are encountering music genres such as minyo

[folk songs], koak [ancient music], and yuhaengga [any form of popularized songs]
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through the phonograph. The number of phonographs scattered throughout the land of
Joseon has surpassed 400,000, and there are as many as 100 ‘Joseon record’ singers who

sing songs and record them onto albums.

The view that the gramophone made contributions to the development and popularization
of music was already prevalent in Korea by the 1930’s. July 1, said to be the day that Edison
invented the gramophone, was commemorated as the ‘Day of the Gramophone’ for such reasons.
Of course, it’s unknown if July 1 was the actual day that the gramophone was invented. It’s
widely accepted that Edison invented the device sometime around July or August of 1877, but it
took him 3 more months to complete it. A sketch dated November 29, 1877, shows a drawing of
the gramophone’s side view and front view, and Edison handed this sketch to his trusted
mechanic, John Kruesi, to have it built. Based on this timeline, the commemorative museum at
Thomas Edison National Historical Park (located in West Orange, New Jersey), built at the site of
Edison’s laboratory, has marked December 6 as the monumental date in history when the
gramophone was invented. Edison filed a patent for his invention on December 24 of that year,

before receiving the patent number 200521 the following year, in 1878.

Existing records make it difficult to conclude that Edison invented the gramophone on
July 1. It’s more feasible to assume that Edison completed the design of the gramophone around
July of 1877. Nonetheless, July 1 was declared the ‘Day of the Gramophone’ in Korea and
commemorated with a musical competition held at Buminkwan. The participants of this
competition were mostly popular singers representing each record production company. A look at
an article published in the Chosun Ilbo in 1938, titled “The 60-Year History of Popular
Entertainment”, further suggests that the people of this period held the general belief that the

gramophone made notable contributions to the popularization of music.
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As demonstrated, the gramophone started out in its early days as a musical device meant
for the home, but over time it went on to be recognized as a popular medium which significantly
contributed to the development and popularization of music. The gramophone took up an
important place in the first half of the 20th century as a popular medium and furthermore played a
crucial role in the formation of the popular music industry. Consequently, an approach to the
study of popular music through the analysis of record albums is both an essential and meaningful

task.

% The Characteristics of Domestic Record Labels and Their Transformation in Each Era

o Nitchiku, NITTO and G6do

The first record album distributed commercially in Korea was produced by the American
label Columbia in 1907. In 1908, another American label, Victor, entered the country and released
record albums primarily comprised of traditional songs, such as chapka [common people’s
songs]. After Columbia and Victor, the Japanese label Nipponophone Company Ltd. (Nihon
Chikuonki Shokai or Nitchiku) began producing record albums in September of 1911 using the
flared horn recording method, and these albums were once again largely comprised of traditional
songs. Nitchiku started out as a record store in Japan named Samgwangdang (Sankddo),
supplying gramophones, record albums, and music on the gramophone which audiences could
listen to for a fee. In 1907, it became a phonograph manufacturer, and in October of 1910 the
company expanded and rebranded as Nihon Chikuonki Shokai, going onto produce Korean music

record albums by September of 1911.
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Initially, Nitchiku distributed single-sided records using the trademark ‘ROYAL
RECORD NIPPONOPHONE". In 1913, the company distributed the double-sided
‘NIPPONOPHONE’, and in the early 1920’s the trademark became ‘NIPPONOHONG’ [written
in Korean]. Beginning in 1925, Nitchiku records were distributed using the trademark ‘Nitchiku
Chosun Sound Record’ [written in Korean]. Including reissued albums, Nitchiku distributed
approximately 469 unique records during this time. For 16 years from September of 1911 until
September of 1927, Nitchiku distributed records in Korea using the flared horn recording method,

until it merged with the American label Columbia in 1928 and became Nippon Columbia.

In September of 1925, another Japanese record label, NITTO Records (Nittd Chikuonki
Kabushiki Gaisha, hereby referred to as NITTO) began producing record albums with a lead
Korean coordinator, Yi Ki-se, and distributed numerous masterpiece records until 1928. The
company used the trademark ‘Swallow Brand Chosun Record’, but due to the relatively short
period during which the company distributed record albums, not to mention the frail quality of the
products, it is rare to see cases of these records surviving to this day. Like Columbia and
Nitchiku, NITTO mainly recorded and distributed traditional songs, producing 169 unique
records during this time. As a record label, NITTO rose to fame after releasing Yun Sim-deok’s
“Hymn of Death”. Additionally, the Japanese label Godo Phonograph Company Ltd. (hereby
referred to as Godo) distributed record albums using the trademark Airplane Brand Chosun
Record’ beginning in 1926, although the only remaining documentation of this company today
consists of 5 catalogs and 1 surviving record. Godd records were comprised primarily of tan’ga
[warm-up songs performed before a pansori performance], with songs found on surviving
documents such as “Verse of Amnok River” (composed by Hoshi Senshiro, sung by An
Kiimhyang, Airplane Brand Record H5A, released July, 1926) and “Bird in a Cage” (composed
by Tottori Shun'yd, sung by An Kiimhyang, Airplane Brand Record H5B, released July, 1926)

being Korean remakes of Japanese songs.
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In Korea, the success of the 1926 hit “Hymn of Death” was seen as the first display of a
record’s potential for creating a profitable music market. It was at this point that many record
labels began to take an interest in the country as a prospective market. In 1929, record labels
adapted the electrical sound recording method, achieving groundbreaking innovation in sound
quality, and it was from this point on that these labels formally began the competition for the

Korean music market.

o Columbia

Nippon Columbia Company Ltd. was the representative record label of the Japanese
colonial period, having distributed the largest number of Korean record albums during this era. Its
parent company was the North American Phonograph Company, founded by Jesse Lippincott
(1824~1894) in 1877 after he obtained selling rights from the Edison Phonograph Company. But
in its early days, the only subsidiary companies under North American Phonograph earning a
profit were branches in New England (Maryland and Delaware) and the branch in the District of
Columbia, which went by the name Columbia Phonograph Company. The company’s name was
eventually changed to Columbia Gramophone Company, and while it experienced several
changes in ownership over the years, it later became known as CBS Columbia Records Inc. and is

currently considered the record label with the longest history in the recorded sound industry.

Nippon Columbia was founded as an American-Japanese joint company in 1928 after
Nipponophone Company adapted the electrical sound recording method invented by American
Columbia, and it was at the time the largest record label in Japan. Nippon Columbia held a great
advantage upon its entry into the Korean market as it directly inherited the organization and the
sales network of Nitchiku. When Nippon Columbia began producing records using the electrical

recording method in 1928, many other labels lost their competitive power and halted the
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production of Korean records. Instead, the only other company equipped with the electrical
recording method, Japan Victor Company, leapt into competition with Nippon Columbia and
began producing Korean record albums, and thus began the era of two-sided contest between

Nippon Columbia and Victor.

Record albums distributed by Columbia can be broadly categorized into regular records,
popular records, and special editions known as ‘blue records.’ ‘Popular records’, along with
‘supply records’ and ‘low-price records’, can be distinguished by their cheap cost. When
Columbia began distributing its regular albums in February of 1929 (at 1 won 50 jeon or 1.5
won), its quality of sound was indeed superb, but it was a whole 50 jeon [half a won] more
expensive compared to the old-fashioned albums recorded using the flared horn method, which
cost 1 won a piece. Upon losing its competitive edge with a more expensive product, Columbia
began producing a limited number of albums known as the ‘Low Price Edition of the Nitchiku
Chosun Record (Electric Recording)’ for 1 won a piece by September of the same year, looking to
ease the initial shock caused by the price hike, sell more music scores, and promote the superior
quality of electric recordings, all at once. In February of 1933, Okeh began distributing low-cost
albums for 1 won again as a part of its affordable price sales strategy, which proved to be
effective. In response, Columbia released an even lower cost album, ‘Regal Records’ priced at 80
jeon per piece, beginning in July of 1934. The total number of unique records distributed by
Columbia during this period is estimated to be nearly 1,500, fifty percent more compared to the
estimated 1,000 unique albums distributed by Victor. Indeed, Columbia took up an important

place in Korea’s recorded music history as a distributor during this period.

o Victor
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Alongside those produced by Columbia, records produced by Victor capture a rich and
accurate image of the Korean music scene from the first half of the 20th century. Victor was a
corporate branch of the American record company, set up in Japan in September of 1927. Based
on records found in Samch'olli, Victor’s production warehouse was located in Yokohama, but it
was funded by capital from its American parent company. The Yokohama warehouse was
approximately 3,000 pyeong [1 pyeong = 35.58 square feet] and stood on a 6,000 pyeong plot of
land. Factoring in the cost of equipment and installation, it was believed to be a sizable company

with its gross capital estimated at up to 3.5 million won.

Because Victor used the electrical recording method to produce its records from its
founding, its records are known for their high sound quality. In early June of 1928, Victor
dispatched its recording staff to Seoul to record the court music of the Yi Royal Family and many
other traditional songs. The types of records produced by Victor included the ‘Yi Royal Family
Court Music Record’ (Victor 49801-49820), ‘Victor Regular Record’ (Victor 49000-49491),
“Victor Popular Record’ (Victor Junior KJ 1001-1385), “Victor Star’ (Star KS 2001-2034), and
“Victor Children’s Record’ (Victor KJ 3001-3018). The total number of unique records distributed

by Victor during this period is estimated to be around 1,000.

o Polydor and Chieron

Polydor was established as a German-Japanese joint company on May 10, 1927 with a
gross capital of 600,000 won. It was headquartered in Omori district, Tokyo Prefecture, with
regional branches in Osaka, Seoul, and Dalian. Initially, Polydor mainly distributed licenses for
Western music and produced Japanese records, before beginning to produce Korean albums in
September of 1932. It was considered a latecomer compared to Columbia and Victor, as both had

entered the Korean market in 1929. When the Korean market entered the ‘Golden Age of Record
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Albums’, it seems that Polydor could not just stand by and watch its competitors dominate in a
total duopoly. Polydor ‘Regular Records’ were sold for 1 won 50 jeon a piece, and the records
were both durable and boasted a high sound quality. All ‘Regular Records’ distributed by Polydor
had the company logo printed in gold letters against a black background. The company logo on
its ‘Supply Records’ were printed in red, earning these records the nickname ‘Red Record,’ sold
at 1 won 10 jeon a piece. The total number of unique records distributed by Polydor is estimated
to exceed 650. It boosted its competitive power by recruiting the most talented musicians. In its
early days, Polydor mainly produced traditional song albums, and the company spent much effort

in the selection of its musicians, including both popular, well-known acts and rookies.

Chieron was a record company headquartered in Tokyo, Japan, with a Seoul branch
which produced Korean records between November of 1931 until the first half of 1937. Unlike
the other companies, Chieron was a purely Japanese company with no Western affiliation, which
meant it was inferior in both size and in product quality against its competitors. With its slogan of
“Amusement for the masses,” Chieron primarily sold low-cost records at 1 won a piece. No
further documentation on Chieron exists after February of 1937, suggesting that the company did

not produce or distribute albums in Korea after this period.

o Okeh and Taihei

Okeh, a record company said to be founded by Yi Ch'6l, began distributing Korean
albums in 1933. It’s believed that Okeh was a subsidiary of Nippon Teikoku Gramophone Co.
Ltd. In fact, when Yi Ch'6l appeared in issues of the Chosun Ilbo in 1933 and 1935, he was
introduced as the “Branch Manager of Okeh” and “Okeh Company Manager”. By today’s

standards, it is probably difficult to state that Okeh was founded by Yi Ch'dl.
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Okeh obtained success with its masterful selection of songs that appealed to the masses
and with its affordable price sale strategy. Although Okeh records gained widespread popularity
for their cheap cost, their downside was poor durability, a combined result of mechanical issues
and production costs. The total number of unique records distributed by Okeh during this period

is estimated at 1,300, placing Okeh just behind Columbia in terms of distribution.

Major types of Okeh records included ‘Black Records’, ‘Late Records’, ‘Blue Records’,
‘Red Records’, ‘New Black Records’, ‘Educational Records’, and ‘Children’s Records’. While
the company produced records featuring both traditional and popular songs, it primarily focused
on producing popular song albums. Notably, a comedy sketch recorded by Sin Pulch'ul, titled
“Baldhead (A Bright Moon Shining on a Lone Mountain)” (Sin Pulch'ul - Yun Paektan, Okeh
1518A), sold 20,000 copies in just 15 days, earning Okeh widespread fame, not to mention a

stake in the recorded music industry.

Aside from the six major record companies discussed above, there were several small-
sized record companies such as Dear, Korai, Korea (New Korea), Million, Shochiku, Tombo
(Dragonfly Label), and more. Among these minor companies, Korea (New Korea) was founded
by Koreans with Korean investment. In the 1930’s, record companies of various sizes, including
the six major companies as well as numerous smaller companies, flooded the Korean record

industry and engaged in fierce competition, driving the ‘Golden Age of Records’.

% The Creators of Popular Songs

o Lyricists and Composers
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Now, let us look at the representative Korean lyricists and composers of popular songs
during the Japanese colonial period. Below is a table of the most representative lyricists of the

period, including their pseudonyms and the number of songs they wrote.

Table 2: Representative Korean Lyricists of the Japanese Colonial Period

Lyricists Pseudonyms Number of Works
Cho Yongch'ul Cho Myongam, Kiim Unt'an, Yi Ga-sil 461
Pak Yongho Ch'd0 Nyorim 359
Yi Hayun Kim Paeko, Kim Yo6lun, Ch'6n Uhak 160
Yu Tosun Pom O 132
Yi Pup'ung Yi Nohong, Kang Yongsuk 131
Yi Soku Yi Kopom, Yi Ch'unp'ung, Ko Bom, Yi 129

Pyoksong

Kim Ningin Nam P'ungwol 119
Wang P'yong P'yon Wol 99
Kim Ok Kim Anso, Kim P'omong 81

Many of the lyricists listed above were also writers, poets, and playwrights. Cho
Yongch'ul (Cho Mydngam) was known as both a poet and playwright, while Yu Tosun, Yi Hayun,
and Kim Ok were more active as poets. Pak Yongho, Pak Nohong, and Yi Soku were widely
known as playwrights during this period. Many of these writers considered song lyrics a type of
poetry, explaining why numerous popular songs from this period prominently featured descriptive
poetic imagery. Cho Yongch'ul and Pak Yongho are considered the two household names when it
comes to popular song lyricists from the first half of the 20th century. Cho Yongch'ul was a gifted
literary scholar who was selected as the grand prize winner of a spring literary contest hosted by
the Donga Ilbo at just 21 years old, with his poem, Shoot Down the Sun in the East. Pak Y dngho

was as passionate as he was gifted in literature, mastering the Liberal Arts curriculum taught at
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Waseda University through self-study upon finishing primary school before beginning his career

as a writer.

Below is a table of the representative song composers of the period, their pseudonymes,

and the number of songs they composed.

Table 3: Representative Korean Composers of the Japanese Colonial Period

Composers Pseudonyms Number of Works
Pak Sich'un 241
Son Mokin Son Andre 217
Chon Surin 195
Chon Kihyon 189
Kim Haesong Kim Songkyu 183
Kim Kyosong 142
Mun Howol 140
Kim Chunyong Kim Gi-bang 129
Yi Chaeho Mu Jogin 125
Yi Myonsang Yi Unchong 122
Kim Yonghwan Kim T'anp'o, Cho Charyong, Kim Ryongp'a, 122

Im Pyokkye

Of these composers, Kim Chunyong trained at the prestigious Musashino Art School,
while Yi Myonsang graduated from the Tokyo College of Music. Schools in Japan at this time
taught Western music composition, so it can be said that these composers also had a background
in Western music. On the other hand, Kim Haesong and Kim Yonghwan were active as both

composers and singers.

Lyricists and composers during this period freely used a variety of pseudonyms and
aliases. For example, Cho Yongch'ul mainly used his given name to write poetry, then used the
pseudonym Cho Myongam as a lyricist at Okeh, the pseudonym Kiim Unt'an at Polydor, and the
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pseudonym Yi Ga-sil at Columbia. Although never confirmed, it’s believed that Kim Da-in was
another of his pseudonyms. Meanwhile, the singer Jin Bang-nam used the pseudonym Pan Yawol

as a lyricist.

Of course, they must have had many reasons for choosing to use pseudonyms. Perhaps
they wished to approach writing lyrics differently from writing poetry, and some lyricists chose to
channel different personas when working under different record companies. Each record
company had its own lineup of in-house lyricists and composers. Although dependent on each
company’s policies, there was a possibility that some lyricists and composers who were active as
freelancers could run into various issues. Suppose one composer handed out a song to multiple
record companies. To avoid such trouble, most composers were active as in-house composers for
specific companies. The use of pseudonyms was another potential workaround. The downside to
this was that there were times when it was difficult to identify the writers and composers of a
song. To this day, there are several pseudonyms which have not been linked with real lyricists and

composers. Further research in this area may be needed.

o Female and Male Singers

As was the case with lyricists and composers, most popular singers of this period were
active as in-house artists affiliated with record companies. Record companies often went to
painstaking lengths to recruit talented singers, and many singers migrated between companies
throughout their careers. It’s possible to tell which popular singers had the most active careers by
looking at the number of unique albums they recorded, and these numbers further indicate the
popularity of these artists among the masses. In this way, much can be learned simply by

observing the number of albums recorded by each singer.
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Table 4: Representative Singers of the Japanese Colonial Period

Female Singers Number of Works Male Singers Number of Works
Yi Nanyoung 254 Ch'oe Namyong (Ku 152
Ryongp'o)
Kang Sokyon 142 Kim Yonghwan 149
Yi Hwaja 125 Ch'ae Kyuop 140
Pak Hyangrim (Pak 113 Nam Insu (Kang 125
Chongrim) Munsu)
Yi Unp'a 100 Kim Chongku 107
Sonu Ilson 99 Ko Boksu 104
Kim Pokhiii 97 Yi Kyunam (Im 103
Honik)
Jang Sechong 93 Kang Hongsik 87
Wang Subok 75 Kim Haesong (Kim 84
Songkyu)
Yi Aerisu 63 Paek Nyonsol 66
Pak Tanma 52 Yun Konyong 64
Hwang Kiimsim 41 Yi Inkwon (Im 59
(Hwang Kiimcha) Yongil)

Many representative singers of this period were from Pyongan Province. From the table
above, singers from Pyongan Province include Sonu Ilson, Wang Subok, Jang Sechong, Kim
Pokhiii, Kang Hongsik, and Kim Haesong. It was impossible for the singers to earn a sustainable
income through royalties alone, and so they received a monthly salary and earned payment each
time they recorded a new song. The amount of pay differed by artist. As the payment received for
each recording session varied significantly per company, it is difficult to estimate exact amounts.
Singers during this time were also assigned a rank or status, and the payment they received for
each recording session differed based on these ranks. There were four different ranks — Kap [1st
rank], Ul [2nd Rank], Pyong [3rd Rank], and Chong [4th Rank] — with the first rank representing

the highest status and the fourth rank representing the lowest. Below is a table indicating the
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payment that singers would typically receive after recording 2 songs, based on their ranks, in the

year 1935.
Table 5: Payment Received After Recording 2 Songs in 1935
Yuhaengga Nonsense - Play (Per Gisaeng Songs
Person)

Kap [1* Rank] 100 won 120 won 70 won

Ul [2™ Rank] 60 won 80 won 50 won
Pyong [3" Rank] 30 won 40 won 20 won
Chong [4™ Rank] 20 won

There is a noticeable difference between the pay for a singer assigned to the first rank and
a singer assigned to the fourth rank, not to mention songs sung by gisaeng were considered of less
value than songs by popular singers. It’s likely that the perceived social status of gisaeng during
this period also influenced their pay. This system, however, seems to apply to gisaeng who sang
traditional songs, but not those who also sang popular songs. In fact, many famous singers from
gisaeng backgrounds who were active as popular singers in the 1930’s received a much higher
pay than their regular popular singer counterparts, also earning more income than professionals

such as teachers or journalists.

For example, one of the most popular gisaeng singers of 1935, Wang Subok, made
anywhere between 300~400 won per month to 700~800 won per month. This was not from her
earnings as a singer alone, of course. They were earnings from both her activities as a singer and
her activities as a gisaeng. Nonetheless, when considering that the average monthly salary of a
female conductor during this period was approximately 20~30 won, and the average monthly
salary of a professional such as a nurse, a teacher, or a journalist was about 50 won, it becomes

clear that Wang Subok earned a considerable income as a gisaeng singer.
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Table 6: Average Salaries and Hours of Work in Female Professions

Profession Wage Hours of Work
School Teacher 35~60 won 9 AM ~ 4 PM
Nursery Nurse 10~50 won 10 AM ~ 2 PM (or noon)

Nurse 33~70 won 9 AM ~4 PM

Journalist 25-~60 won 9 AM ~ 4 PM

Office Worker 30~50 won 9 AM ~ 4 PM

Clerk 15~40 won 9 AM ~9 PM

Contract Worker 25~50 won 9 AM ~4 PM
Conductress 25~30 won 6:30 AM ~ 9 PM

Tobacco Factory Worker 6~25 won 7 AM ~ 5 PM

Rice Factory Worker 10~30 won 7 PM ~5PM

Female singers from this period can be broadly categorized as singers/actresses, gisaeng
singers, and professional singers. Considering that women’s social activities were limited in many
aspects in the 1930’s, it can be assumed that becoming a female singer was no easy task. Women
who performed in theater, however, were already frequently exposed to the stage and the public,
and so it was easier to recruit actresses who would also record music. It was a similar case with
gisaeng. During this period, gisaeng were affiliated with gisaeng organizations or schools, known
as kwonbun, where they received training in singing and dancing. Gisaeng singers were able to
put these skills to use when they became popular singers. Of the representative female singers of
the 1930°’s listed earlier, Kang S6kyon and Yi Aerisu were theater performers who became
singers, while Yi Hwaja, Kim Pokhiii, Yi Unp'a, Sonu Ilsn, and Wang Subok were gisaeng
singers. In the early 1930’s, singer/actresses gained prominence in the record industry, while in
the mid 1930’s, gisaeng singers became widely popular. By the late 1930’s, female singers were
increasingly those who were singers by profession rather than being from theater or gisaeng

organizations.
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Unlike female singers, many of whom started out as performers in theater or as gisaeng,
male singers were largely singers by profession. A few, such as Kang Hongsik, started out in
theater and became singers, or were active as singers/actors, as in the case of Ch'oe Namyong.
Ch'ae Kyuop was very likely the first Korean singer to have a bachelor’s degree. Numerous male
singers started out in the field by entering singing competitions, such as Ko Boksu and Yun

Konyong.

In 1933, Columbia held singing contests in ten cities throughout the country, beginning in
Seoul in October and visiting Pyeongyang, Busan, Daegu, Jinju, Sinuiju, Hamhung, Gunsan,
Cheongju, and Wonsan, picking 3 winners from each region. Those who dreamed of becoming
singers saw these contests as their chance to make their dream a reality, and Ko Boksu was one

such singer who began his singing career after winning second place.

Other singers such as Ch'ae Kyuop, Yun Kényong, and Yi Kyunam were formally trained
in music before they devoted themselves to the singing profession. Ch'ae Kyuop, trained in vocal
music at Tokyo College of Music, taught music at Kinhwa Girls’ School, while Yi Kyuham, born
in Seosan, Chungcheong Province, graduated from the prestigious Hwimoon High School before
enrolling at Eastern Music School in Japan to study piano. Yun Konyong also attended Eastern

Music School, where he studied vocal performance.

In summary, many female singers in the early 1930’s started out as theater performers,
while singers from gisaeng backgrounds were prominent in the mid 1930’s, and by the late
1930’s, female singers were increasingly singers by profession. Among male singers, on the other
hand, those who were singers by profession were the most prevalent. These singers were not only

singers but popular celebrities, receiving widespread attention from the public.
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* Types of Popular Songs and Their Characteristics

As demonstrated in the previous section, soon after its arrival in Korea at the end of the
19th century, the gramophone went on to propel the popularization of music in the 1930’s,
wielding strong influence in Korean society during this period. This begs the question of what
sounds were recorded on gramophone records. According to surviving gramophone record
catalogs and lyric books, music and skits were the most recorded sounds on gramophone albums.
Some albums also contained narrative genres, but these were few in number overall. For example,
‘prose reading’ fell into this category, but only a small, insignificant number of albums featured
readings of fictional prose. That’s not to say fiction was unpopular during this period. Rather,

fiction was distributed as print materials, gaining popularity as a different form of popular media.

Narrative genres likely made up only a small proportion of the content recorded on
gramophone albums due to the comparative disadvantages of recording prose readings. Compared
to the highly dramatized nature of conversations in theatrical skits or melodies in music, reading
prose out loud may have felt dull and uninteresting. As a result, when novel readings were
recorded on gramophone albums, the story was dramatized with voice actors playing different
roles. An example of this method can be heard in the dramatized version of the classic novel, The
Tale of Changhwa and Hongryon (Edited by Kim Ningin, Okeh 1742A - B), which features voice

actors playing the roles of various characters.

As such, the two genres most often recorded on gramophone records were theatrical skits
and music. Theatrical skits ranged from films, to tragedies, and comedies, and works within each
of these broad categories can also be divided into various subcategories. But of course, the genre
most often recorded on gramophone records was music, which is also why music is the focus of

this book. A vast number of music genres were recorded on gramophone albums, and many have
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been mislabeled from the fusion of multiple genres, making the task of obtaining a complete
picture of music from this period appear rather daunting. This may be another reason why no
earnest attempt has been made thus far to catalog the music of gramophone albums from this
period. There is of course the reason pointed out earlier in this book, that scholarly attention
toward gramophone albums is still a recent phenomenon, but even so, the difficult task of
cataloging gramophone albums by their genres remains another challenge. Despite the
difficulties, an effort to catalog the music of gramophone albums by their genres must take
precedence to obtain a complete picture of the music scene of this period and to guide further

research.

o Defining and Categorizing Popular Songs

Depending on the selected criteria of categorization, the music of gramophone albums
may be sorted into various groups or genres. For starters, using the criterion of whether the music
contains lyrics, they may be sorted as vocal music or instrumental music. What has been sorted as
vocal music can then be divided into categories such as Western songs, children’s songs,
traditional songs, and popular songs, based on criteria including what genre it was perceived to
fall in at the time, its predominant consumers, the specific time period when it was released, etc.
From here, let’s establish that popular songs with lyrics are of principal interest. Focusing on
popular songs with lyrics is necessary for the purposes of this book. The goal of this book is to
visit the various aspects of Korean society during this period and understand the prevalent
sentiments of the people who lived in those times. For this purpose, popular albums with lyrics
will be more useful than instrumental songs. In fact, the many aspects of a society and the

sentiments of the people who lived in those time periods are directly reflected in the lyrics of
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popular songs, which makes it all but necessary to develop this book’s theoretical discussions

around popular songs with lyrics.

But before beginning the task of cataloging popular songs on gramophone albums, let us
embark on a closer examination of popular songs as a concept. Popular songs are ‘the songs of
the common folk, distributed through the popular media of the modern age and which, during this
process, developed their own styles and customs.” According to this definition, the important
elements which characterize popular songs are ‘the modern age’, referring to a periodic trait;
‘popular media’, referring to the medium of distribution; and of the ‘common folk’. These three

criteria are essential in defining popular songs.

And yet, using this definition will categorize most songs on gramophone albums as
popular songs. Not just genres like trot and sinminyo, those considered as falling within the
standard definition of popular songs, but also songs which were popularized in earlier periods and
maintained their popularity, such as chapka, pansori, and minyo. Songs such as chapka and
pansori, which were music genres from earlier periods, also became popularized in the modern
age through their distribution in gramophone albums, much in the same ways as trot and
sinminyo. According to this definition, the following genres — chapka [traditional common
people’s songs], pansori, tan'ga [warm-up songs performed before a pansori performance], minyo
[folk songs] (also called sokyo), sijo [traditional poems] (such as narrative sijo), gasa [traditional
singing style without musical accompaniment], gayageum byeongchang [singing while plucking
the gayageum)], trot, sinminyo [new folk songs], manyo [comical songs], and jazz songs — all fall

into the category of popular songs.

Existing studies dealing with popular songs from the Japanese colonial period have
largely ignored chapka and pansori recorded on gramophone albums. Such a treatment threatens

to ignore the very existence of these traditional genres in gramophone music. Under these
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circumstances, claims of ‘popular music transplantation and the resulting decline of traditional
music’ have been accepted by some as truth even in the absence of adequate grounds to make
such claims. And yet, many gramophone albums featured popular songs as well as chapka,
pansori, tan’ga, and minyo. When following the definition of popular songs as ‘songs for the
common folk, distributed through popular media in the modern age and which, during this
process, developed their own styles and customs,’ even chapka and pansori recorded on

gramophone albums fall into the category of popular songs.

Still, some doubt remains over whether all of the genres of songs mentioned above can
truly be called popular songs. To be sure, genres such as chapka and pansori displayed
characteristics akin to popular songs even before the 20th century, as genres befitting of the
consumerist, merrymaking attitudes of urbanites. Chapka and pansori were introduced to the
masses as a performative genre, emerging as a different kind of music culture in Korean society
than what was available in earlier times. Unlike in the past, the roles of the creator and the listener
became divided, as the creators of music became professionals while listeners became consumers
of a commercial product. In this sense, traditional music genres such as chapka and pansori had
begun adopting characteristics of popular songs even before the arrival of the popular medium

known as the gramophone, catering to the masses through both popular and commercial appeal.

Nonetheless, when we picture popular songs in our minds, we tend to associate the
category with something that differentiates it from traditional genres like chapka and pansori.
This means that there is a need to differentiate popular songs which emerged after the arrival of
the gramophone from traditional songs which were widely popularized in earlier periods before
they were recorded on gramophone albums. At this point, it’s necessary to look back on a
narrower definition of popular songs. A narrower definition prescribes popular songs as those

which, in addition to meeting the criteria set by the broader definition, also refer to ‘new songs
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composed and written with the intention of being sung and recorded by popular singers.’
Therefore, a narrower definition of popular songs calls for these requirements — first, the
existence of a lyricist, composer, and a singer; second, a song made intentionally for distribution
on record albums; and third, a newly created product. Songs which meet these criteria can be

defined as popular songs in the standard definition.

Another special attribute of popular songs is that they reflect various aspects of a society
and the sentiments of a people of a specific period. In the case of songs which already existed in
previous eras before they were recorded on gramophone albums, while they may still be able to
show how popular these songs were in the specific time, it may prove difficult to draw
conclusions about the society and the people of that time. As a result, an attempt to study the
society and people of a period through the music of that time requires special attention to songs
written and composed in that period. In this way, songs which existed in previous eras and were
selected for recording on gramophone albums can still be considered popular songs, but they also

need to be differentiated from popular songs in the standard definition.

In summary, a broad definition of popular songs refers to ‘songs of the common folk,
distributed through popular media in the modern age and which, during this process, developed
their own styles and customs,” while a narrow definition of popular songs adds that they are ‘new
songs composed and written with the intention of being sung and recorded by popular singers’.
Several of the genres mentioned earlier, including chapka, pansori, tan’ga, minyo, sijo, gasa, and
gayageum byeongchang, may be described as popular songs, but in order to differentiate them
from popular songs in the narrower sense, they will be categorized as traditional songs for the
purposes of this book. Other genres such as trot, sinminyo, manyo, and jazz songs, however, were
songs newly created with the intention of mass distribution through gramophone albums, and so

in this book, popular songs will from here on refer to popular songs fitting the narrower
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definition, those which emerged in Korea during the Japanese colonial period and can be

differentiated from traditional songs.

Earlier, it was mentioned that music genre names and labels used to describe songs
recorded on gramophone albums have been jumbled and confused to a rather serious degree.
Several genre names are used inconsistently, indicating that there was no established method for
determining what songs fell into what genre at the time. Despite the challenges, the work of
cataloging these songs into their respective genres is crucial for a systemic approach to studying
gramophone albums. Songs from gramophone albums of this period can only be observed from a

macro and a micro level only after they have been properly cataloged into their respective genre.

The following method will be used for categorization. First, identify the song’s genre as it
is labeled in the album lyric book and existing catalogs. Most of the time, a song will be labeled
by its genre right above its title in the lyric book. These lyric books may also use somewhat
confusing labels from time to time, but nonetheless, they serve as a good starting point. Second,
in the case that a song’s genre is not identified anywhere, or in the case that the song’s lyrics do
not match the indicated genre, it will be necessary to analyze the lyrics to determine its exact
genre. Third, in the case that the song’s genre is once again not identified anywhere and the
melody does not match the indicated genre, its musical composition will be considered in
determining its exact genre. In short, the order of categorization will follow first, the labeled
genre, second, the lyrics, and third, the melody. While this is the general order, ultimately a song’s
lyrics and melody will be considered equally when determining the definitive genre. Here follows

an examination of each genre.

o Traditional Songs
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First, there’s chapka [traditional common people’s songs]. Chapka may be called chapka
as well as many other names, including ‘chapgok’ [common people’s tune], regional chapka such
as ‘Kaesong Chapka’, ‘Pyeongyang Chapka’, ‘Namdo Chapka’, ‘Seodo Chapka’, ‘Gyeonggi
Chapka’, ‘Gyeongseong Chapka’, and even ‘yuhaeng chapka’ or ‘long chapka’. A label such as
‘yuhaeng chapka’ may be used to emphasize a song’s popularity. But it seems that the above

labels can collectively fall under the umbrella of chapka without major issues.

Next, there’s pansori, although these songs were rarely labeled using the term ‘pansori’.
Instead of a genre, the labels for these songs indicated the story from which the song originated,
while the beginning few words of the approximate passage where the song could be found was
used as its title. For example, the song would be titled “Chunhyang was swinging on her swing,”
after the opening phrase of the specific passage, while instead of a genre above the title, the label
simply read, Chunhyangjeon (The Tale of Chunhyang). It’s worth noting that when labeling
pansori, rather than describing them as ‘The Song of Chunhyang’ using ‘-ga’ (song), the more
often used label was ‘-jeon’ (tale), to describe the piece as ‘The Tale of Chunhyang’. This was
because at the time, pansori was still considered a form of ‘storytelling’ more so than it was

considered a genre of music.

On the other hand, in the case of ‘pansori collection’ albums where multiple singers
recorded the complete story by playing different characters, each song was referred to as
‘changgeuk’ [traditional opera]. This shows that a pansori performance involving multiple actors
was considered a ‘geuk,’ or play, while a solo performance was a ‘narration’. Along with the five
surviving stories of traditional pansori, novels such as The Tale of Maiden Sukyong (Columbia
40562) and Dream of the Jade Chamber (Columbia 40485) were performed and recorded through
pansori storytelling, once again indicating that around this period, pansori was largely considered

a mode of storytelling. But while acknowledging that the people of this time considered pansori a
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storytelling art form, pansori must be treated as a form of vocal music by today’s standards. In the
case of gramophone albums labeled according to their story titles rather than their genres, such as
Chunhyangjeon, Heungbujeon, Togongjeon, Jeokbyeokga, and Simcheongjeon, it will suffice to

label them as ‘pansori’ for the purpose of cataloging.

Tan’ga was sung both as a separate form of music from pansori and by performers as a
warm-up before they began their pansori performance. In this way, tan’ga served its original
function as ‘sounds to warm up the voice,’ as pansori performers sang them before their main
performance. Some two-sided albums featured a performer’s tan’ga on one side and their pansori
performance on the other. These songs were generally labeled ‘tan’ga’ and are easily

distinguishable from other genres.

Minyo [folk songs] were also labeled using many names, including ‘rural minyo’,
‘Gyeonggi Minyo’, ‘Seodo Minyo’, ‘Namdo Minyo’, Hwanghaedo Minyo’, and ‘sokyo’ [local
folk songs]. As was the case of chapka, often these labels denoted their region of origin. But from
the labels listed above, the term ‘sokyo’ merits some attention. Popular songs which fall into the
category of ‘sinminyo’ were a new type of songs released in the 1930’s that fused together
popular elements with traditional folk songs. Then, as these songs gained popularity, a renewed
interest in classical Korean traditions triggered the excavation of minyo with a strong local color,
and these songs were then recorded on gramophone albums. It was in such cases that minyo were

labeled ‘sokyo’.

In some cases where Western instrumental accompaniments were simply garnished onto
already existing sokyo, these exhibited little differences from traditional minyo and do not need
to be distinguished outside of the minyo category. If songs simply repeat existing minyo sounds
or lyrics, or feature only slight alterations, but continue to denote their region of origin and no

new lyricists and composers are credited, then it will suffice to adopt the common label of
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‘minyo’ for describing these songs. On the other hand, songs which were labeled as ‘minyo’ or
‘sokyo’ but exhibited musical alterations beyond simple instrumental accompaniments and
credited new lyricists and composers were considered newly produced popular songs and labeled

as ‘sinminyo’.

There may be limitations to defining ‘gayageum byeongchang’ [singing while plucking
the gayageum] as a distinct genre and label. Gayageum byeongchang consists of a performer
singing existing genres such as chapka, pansori, or minyo to the instrumental accompaniment of
gayageum [a Korean traditional stringed instrument]. The label was simply used to refer to all
types of performances in which any traditional song was sung with gayageum accompaniment. In
these cases, it is necessary to categorize the songs based on their titles, which fall into different
genres such as chapka, minyo, and pansori, rather than defining them as ‘gayageum
byeongchang’. In a few cases where it was difficult to determine a song’s original genre by title
or lyrics alone, the only option was to label them as ‘gayageum byeongchang’. Aside from the
genres mentioned, other traditional music genres such as gasa [traditional singing style without
musical accompaniment], sijo [traditional poems], and narrative sijo made up only a fraction of
all songs recorded on gramophone records, and so these may be considered miscellaneous

categories of traditional genres.

Hence, a rough picture of the types of traditional songs recorded on gramophone albums
has been drawn. Overall, traditional songs made up a significant proportion of all songs recorded
on gramophone albums from this period, and their genres varied greatly, meriting them equal
attention to popular songs. In fact, until the era of popular songs in the standard definition began
in the 1930’s, traditional songs outnumbered other forms of music on gramophone records. Even

in the 1930’s, during the era of popular songs in the standard definition, traditional songs
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continued to be recorded and distributed on gramophone albums, demonstrating their popularity

with the masses as well as commercial appeal in the eyes of production companies.

Another point of note is that while traditional songs continued to be recorded in their
original form, there were also persistent attempts to modernize or hybridize these traditional
songs. Song lyrics were altered by writing in new lyrics or filling in the spaces with missing
words and phrases, and compositions were altered through rearrangements. Various instruments
were introduced to existing accompaniments. For example, on top of the traditional drum
accompaniment in pansori, recordings introduced other instruments such as the janggu
[traditional hourglass-shaped drum with two heads] or gayageum. Some chapka and minyo
recordings featured a duet between the gayageum and the violin as instrumental accompaniments.
These cases may be constructively recognized as novel attempts to join traditional instruments
with Western ones. Other chapka songs were even recreated using Western instrumental
accompaniments. Such persistent experiments contributed to the diversification of traditional
music and likely served as one method of boosting the appeal of traditional songs so that the
masses would not grow bored of them. It was through these attempts, after all, that traditional

songs continued to be popular among the masses during the first half of the 20th century.

o Popular Songs

Popular songs can be categorized broadly into four genres — trot, sinminyo, manyo, and
jazz songs. These four categories consider both the names and labels used by record companies
during the period, as well as terms which continue to be used today. All four categories fall into
the criteria of songs which were newly written by lyricists and composers with the intention of
being sung and recorded by popular singers. By newly written, this may refer to songs that were

recreated with new compositions, recreated with new lyrics, or both. Acknowledging that remake
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songs originating from different cultures can be considered ‘newly written’ with Korean lyrics,
they have also been categorized as popular songs. Significantly, almost all popular songs found in
gramophone album catalogs and lyric books had their lyrics written by Korean lyricists. Even in
cases where the songs were composed by foreign composers, the lyrics were written or rewritten
by Korean lyricists. This fact further legitimizes the lyrics of popular songs as illustrative in

exploring the various aspects of the society and the sentiments of the people of this time.

First, let us look at the genre of trot. At the time, the term ‘trot’ did not signify a music
genre. Trot initially referred to music which accompanied styles of Western dance with a two-beat
rhythm, which poses limitations in labeling it as a music genre. However, a widely used
definition of trot describes songs ‘influenced by the popular Japanese music genre ‘enka’ and
which evoke a melancholic mood’. One problem with this definition is that it is impossible to
account for all different popular songs which received Japanese influence during this period
simply by using the term ‘trot’. The people of this period instead referred to popular songs
influenced by Japanese music as ‘“yuhaengga’. Alongside yuhaengga, record companies used a
variety of names to refer to these songs, such as ‘yuhaeng’ (popular), ‘yuhaengsogok’ (short
popular songs), ‘yuhaengsop'ae’ (short popular tunes), ‘sdjongsogok’ (short lyrical songs),
‘gayogok’ [songs], and ‘singayo’ [new songs]. The issue with yuhaengga is that it simply refers to
all kinds of popular songs from the period in general. Trot, on the other hand, continues to be
used in Korean society today to describe popular Korean songs which received Japanese

influence, and so it will be the term used for categorizing such songs in this book.

Sinminyo fall into the category of popular songs that were newly created in the first half
of the 20th century but derived their style and composition from existing minyo sounds. Most
sinminyo are simply labeled ‘sinminyo’, but it is difficult to establish this as a precise category

because sinminyo can also describe yuhaengga, minyo, sokyo, or a mix of any one of these. This
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is the case of “Virgins, Bachelors” (written by Pom Oh, composed by Kim Chunyong, sung by
Kang Hongsik, Columbia 40489A, released February, 1934), one of Kang Hongsik’s most famous
songs which was labeled as ‘minyo’ in the lyric book, and yet, this song is a type of sinminyo
with its lyrics and composition rewritten by a credited lyricist and composer. In such cases, where
a song is labeled ‘minyo’ but is credited with a lyricist and composer who took part in its

recreation, the songs ought to be considered sinminyo.

Manyo describes comical songs with lyrics featuring lines akin to a comedy act. These
songs are meant to cause laughter and are generally categorized using the term ‘manyo’ without
much inconsistency. Yet, there may also be cases where songs simply labeled as ‘yuhaengga’ also
contain comical lyrics meant to cause laughter, and these songs ought to be categorized as manyo.
Therefore, it is necessary to sort out songs which may be labeled as yuhaengga, but which really

ought to fall into the category of manyo.

Finally, jazz songs describe various songs influenced by Western music sounds, and these
songs are typically labeled either ‘jazz songs’ or ‘jazz chorus’. Jazz songs of this period, however,
referred to all kinds of songs with Western influence, not just jazz songs typically associated with
the genre of jazz by today’s standards. This included genres such as American pop, French
chanson, and Latin music styles, and popular songs which fell into this category largely consisted

of remakes of Western songs with Korean lyrics.

As shown above, gramophone albums from the first half of the 20th century featured a
vast number of traditional and popular music genres. It is worth pointing out that contrary to the
prevalent belief that the popular songs of this time were solely influenced by Japanese enka,
numerous genres including songs influenced by many different Japanese sounds, sinminyo,
manyo, and jazz songs, collectively made up the popular music of this period. Studies in popular

music from the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century must acknowledge the need
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to distinguish the music scene into these four broad categories before any attempts to closely

examine their contents, and only then can these songs show their true meaning and value.

% The Creation and Development of Popular Songs

Up until now, the claims of transplantation theorists have been widely accepted as the
established theory of popular music formation. However, as shown earlier, popular music in
Korea in the first half of the 20th century was not singularly influenced by Japanese enka. Various
genres of music such as trot, sinminyo, manyo, jazz songs, etc. coexisted during this period, and
each of these genres came to be through different processes of formation. Thus, a detailed
examination of the formation processes of each genre of popular music is necessary. Before an
investigation into these processes, let us take a closer look at the claims of transplantation

theorists.

o The Problem of the Transplantation Theory in Popular Music

Transplantation theorists have explained the formation process of popular music in Korea
using the following stages: ‘ch'angga — popular ch'angga — yuhaengga’. The first to suggest this
theory was Kim Ch'angnam. Studying the transition process through which government-made,
educational ch'angga, produced as a part of the Japanese colonial government’s active regulation
on music, evolved into popular ch'angga, Kim Ch'angnam claimed that the escapist lyricism
found in educational ch'angga deeply resonated with the frustration experienced by the Korean
people after the March First Movement. The most representative case of this transition can be

found in ch'angga which were remade from popular Japanese songs, whose conservative
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sentiments stripped the Korean people of their resistant willpower and cleverly relieved their
sense of helplessness by inducing feelings of resignation and acceptance. Central to this theory is
the argument that as popular ch'angga became absorbed into newer forms of yuhaengga through
Japanese investment, these songs encouraged a distorted awareness of reality, either in the form
of accepting the reality of the situation or of providing an escape. Therefore, according to this
theory, popular music during this time adopted a functionality of fortifying and prolonging the
structure of a colonized society. Kim Ch'angnam’s three stages of popular music formation from
‘ch'angga — popular ch'angga — yuhaengga’ was reiterated and bolstered by Lee Young-Mee,

becoming widely accepted as the established theory in the field.

Yet, it must be pointed out that while in Japan, ch'angga generally referred to ch'angga
sung in schools, in Korea, it was used to refer to many forms of popular songs sung by the people,
including Western songs and songs influenced by Western music styles. In its earliest meaning,
ch'angga described all songs with a ‘Western melody, enlightened ideas, anti-Japanese sentiments,
and pro-nationalist views, reflecting the spirit of the times’. Afterward, it was used to refer to all
new styles of songs. Below is a list of song characteristics displayed by various songs categorized

as ch'angga around this period.

e  Christian hymns and all other songs borrowing from hymns or Western tunes and

melodies.

e Japanese military songs, Japanese ch’angga, and all other songs borrowing from similar

styles of tunes and melodies.

e All forms of vocal songs produced in Korea before vocal songs and children’s songs were

composed for the purpose of education in schools.

e All educational songs used for and sung in schools before 1945.
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e Songs which were not only composed by Western composers, but by Japanese and

Koreans.

Based on this list, almost all songs sung by people during this period can be referred to as
ch’angga, and as a result, ch’angga becomes a term synonymous with any kind of songs.
Therefore, it is more appropriate to consider ch’angga as a term encompassing all new forms of
songs from this period, rather than as a term for describing a genre or a type of song. Yuhaeng
ch’angga, or popular ch’angga, is just another name for yuhaengga [popular songs]. equally
difficult to consider a genre or type of song. Lee Young-Mee also noted that it was more
appropriate to refer to songs which were referred to as yuhaeng ch’angga during the Japanese
colonial period as simply yuhaengga, and that yuhaengga was the most familiar term used to refer
to both yuhaeng ch’angga and popular songs. To sum it up, there are several problems in the first

place with the term ch’angga as it is used by transplantation theorists.

Setting that matter aside for now, there are also doubtful aspects in the transplantation
theory’s explanation of how educational ch’angga transitioned into yuhaengga. The educational
ch’angga discussed to by transplantation theorists refers to ch’angga produced by the government
for educational purposes, but it is a bit of a stretch to draw a line of correlation from ch’angga
distributed in schools as educational material with yuhaengga distributed as record albums.
Inevitably, yuhaengga, created by record production companies, will have different characteristics
from educational ch’angga. Just as music learned in school today differs from today’s forms of
popular music, music learned as educational material in school during that time was
fundamentally different from the popular music enjoyed as record albums. Under the pretext of
educating colonial subjects, the Japanese colonial government may have enforced the learning of
ch’angga through coercive pressure, while record albums were produced by record companies

with the commercial goal of earning profit.
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Due to the fact that both share the nominal designation of ch’angga, it may be easy to
associate educational ch’angga with yuhaengga; however, there are unmistakable differences
between ch’angga learned in schools and yuhaengga which became popular among the masses.
This was clearly the case in Japan. In Japanese popular music scene during this time, a term such
as popular ch’angga did not exist, and not only were educational ch’angga and yuhaengga treated
as entirely distinct categories, but there were also times when the two sides were in opposition.
The decisive force behind the formation of genres such as ch’angga and enka in Japan was the
arrival of Western music shortly after the country’s opening to the West. Ch’angga came about in
Japan in a top-down manner, as the government adopted the influence of Western music in the
formation of its modern, national songs, while enka came about in a bottom-up manner, as the

masses voluntarily adopted it into their popular culture.

Transplantation theorists have not provided an outline explaining exactly how
educational ch’angga, distributed as learning material in schools, influenced the yuhaengga of this
period. In reality, considering the significant affective and ideological differences between
educational ch’angga and yuhaengga, it is difficult to say that the yuhaengga which emerged
during this period can trace their roots to educational ch’angga. The fact that virtually no
educational ch’angga were recorded on gramophone records serves as direct evidence. The only
educational ch’angga ever recorded on a gramophone record was “Haktoga [A Student’s Song]”.
Furthermore, the linear theory of ‘ch’angga — yuhaeng ch’angga — yuhaengga’ suggests only one
explanation for why certain yuhaengga were accepted and sung with affection by the masses, and

that is by ‘force’ and ‘deliberate manipulation’.

What’s more, transplantation theorists have largely considered the masses of this period
as a people lacking any sense of agency who integrated into the Japanese colonial system without

resistance. Yet, while the masses were unlikely to be a people fully empowered and brimming
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with a sense of agency, they were also just as unlikely to be a passive and powerless people
subconsciously and uncritically accepting of the ideology of colonial domination. Rather, the

masses are agents whose sense of necessity and action arises within certain boundaries.

In truth, preferences toward certain types of songs cannot be shaped through force.
Generating an emotional response after listening to a song cannot be possible solely through
coercive pressure or manipulation. ‘Familiarity’ may be used to invite a momentary listen, but it
is often rare to see a song subsisting over long periods of time simply because of its familiarity.
Conversely, if a song has survived the test of time by remaining popular among the masses over
long periods, there would be some factor contributing to its survival, and that factor would

continue to hold meaning to the masses in some form.

Today, some people still hold the view that the popular culture of Korea during the
colonial period, including the popular music of that time, was determined by the deliberate
cultural policies of the Japanese colonial power, while entirely overlooking the agency of the
consumers of culture and music. Rather than considering the popular culture of a modern period
as a culture belonging to the masses, this view believes that culture was determined
homogeneously by external forces whose interests differed from the interests of the popular
masses. This view also argues that today’s modern popular culture functions at the hands of either
the country’s existing ruling forces or the great powers, whose influence occupies nearly every
aspect of culture, and who utilize various means to propagate their own ideals as well as to
deliberately and effectively shape the tastes of the masses. And yet, if one understands the
consumer masses only as passive entities lacking in agency, it would be difficult to explain the
‘Hallyu Wave’ currently taking Southeast Asia by storm. Similarly, it also becomes difficult to
explain why American pop songs have declined in popularity today in Korea compared to the

1970’s and 1980’s.
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Then how was the popular music industry of Korea formed? If the linear model of
ch’angga — yuhaeng ch’angga — yuhaengga does not properly explain the process, then this begs
the question of what methods can in fact explain the formative process of Korea’s first popular
music industry. The different genres popular songs which existed in Korea during the Japanese
colonial period each demonstrated their own processes of creation, but before examining each of
these unique processes, a look at the very first Korean commercial record ever produced, and the
development of the country’s popular music industry which followed, merits attention. This
information will be useful later in examining the formative processes of the various genres of

popular songs from this period.

o The First Korean Commercial Record and the Development of the Popular Music

Industry

As mentioned earlier, the popular medium known as record albums was a key factor in
stipulating a definition of popular songs. Particularly, transplantation theorists have recognized
record albums as crucial elements in the formation of the popular music industry. On the other
hand, those who stand in opposition to transplantation theorists using claims of autogenous
generation argued that record albums were not such crucial elements, going to great lengths to
steer clear of the arguments by transplantation theorists. Still, while transplantation theorists
placed the importance of record albums at the forefront of their argument, one could easily
recognize flaws in their claims. Record albums, which transplantation theorists claimed were
crucial pieces in the transplantation theory, did not start out with popular songs as their primary
content. In Korea, the history of record albums began with traditional songs being the first pieces

of music to be recorded.
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A while ago, some outside folks bought a gramophone and put in it all kinds of tunes, and
the machine of the Westerners was brought along and played for a banquet prepared at
Kamtinjong in Samcheon-dong, where government officials including the minister of the
division were to gather to view the spring scenery. First, they put in it “Ch'unhyangga”
sung by a master singer and entertainer, then they put in it lyrical melodies sung by the
gisaeng Hwa Yong and the gisaeng Kiim Rang, and lastly, they put in it chapka sung by
the peasant slave girl San Hong and the young man Hak Pong. Well, they took that little
machine and made it run in reverse, and each melody they put in it before played just as
if it were being sung right there and then, so that all the people were gathered around it

like clouds, watching and listening and praising how odd it was, indulging all day long.

What must be noted from the above excerpt are the singers who recorded their songs on
the gramophone and the repertoire of their songs. The songs recorded for this occasion included
“Ch'unhyangga” sung by an entertainer, lyrical songs sung by the gisaeng Hwa Yong and the
gisaeng Kiim Rang, and chapka sung by the peasant slave girl San Hong and the young man Hak
Pong — all traditional songs. It seems that for the above occasion, the songs were recorded as a
test rather than for distribution as a record, but this example nonetheless suggests that record
albums were not associated with the principle of political domination from the beginning. Record
albums instead started out as products associated with the principle of economics. As a result, the
first Korean record albums to be produced during this period featured songs popular among the

masses, including pansori and chapka.

The very first Korean commercial record album was produced by the American record
company, Columbia, in 1907. The first record companies to enter the Korean music market were
the American companies Columbia and Victor, not Japanese record companies. The very first

record album produced by Columbia in 1907 also mainly featured traditional songs.
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Generally, people all across the land of Korea have widely recognized the gramophone as
a necessary medium for music which not only entertains the family but contributes to a
harmonious household. Some time ago, we cordially invited the musician Han In-o, the
palace performer Ch'oe Hongmae, and several other Korean performers to Japan to
record their voices on a flat, round record, and we will also send three salesmen to Korea
so that all the people of this honorable country may place their orders all at once. In the
hopes that the people will continue to love our records, we will offer them at an
affordable price but ensure their excellent quality, so we earnestly hope that many fine
gentlemen will continue to order from us. [Advertisement] Special wholesale offer on
Kirin beer available. [Address] Central Gyeongseong, third street, main building of the

General Retailer, Korea Branch, Phone number 636.

This flat, round record, containing songs by the musician Han In-o, the court performer

Ch'oe Hongmae, and others, produced by the American record company Columbia in 1907, was

the very first Korean commercial record. Here, a flat, round record refers to record albums where

only one side was used to record sounds, and these records were produced and distributed in our

country from 1907 until around 1911. This particular flat, round record was originally recorded in

Osaka, Japan, then mass produced at the main branch of Columbia, before they were brought to

Korea to be sold. The song list for this album is as follows.

Eal

MYusan'ga, (Co. 2275)

"White Head s (Co. 2280)

"Mountain Buddhist Prayer (Co. 2283)
MYangsando (Co. 2288)
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5. "Im-ga; (Co. 2290)
6. "Shijyolshijo (Co. 2298)
7. "Hwanggyesa (Co. 2299)

The above list indicates only the songs which are known to have been recorded on this
album as of writing, and these songs were mostly representative of sounds from the Gyeonggi
province. Ever since gramophones were first introduced to Korea, Seoul has been and continues
to be the country’s largest market for music records, and Seoul residents were the largest
consumers. Naturally, the very first Korean commercial record contained sounds from Gyeonggi
province [where Seoul is located], and these sounds also became the most frequently recorded
sounds. Furthermore, many songs originating from Gyeonggi province were those typically sung
by entertainers for the upper class, although songs by lower class performers such as “Mountain
Buddhist Prayer” and “Yangsando” were also mixed in from time to time. As such, the very first
Korean commercial record featured traditional songs, as did most records produced around the
beginning of the 20th century. Record labels in Korea thus started out by recording and producing
traditional music, and around the beginning of the 20th century, traditional songs dominated the

music that was selected for inclusion in record albums.

Traditional songs took up the bulk of songs featured on record albums until the mid-
1920s. Particularly, pansori, considered as having both artistic quality and popular appeal, was
frequently reproduced as record albums, in addition to chapka. Record labels, whose fundamental
goal was the pursuit of profit through the sale of products, had no choice but to release record
albums featuring the most popular songs among the masses. As a result, when record albums
were first produced and distributed in the country, traditional songs were most often selected due

to their popularity.
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In other words, a closer look at the ‘record albums’ so central to the claims of
transplantation theorists makes it evident that their claims are greatly mistaken. Transplantation
theorists have thus far failed to consider the traditional songs which took up the bulk of songs on
albums produced and distributed on the Korean peninsula until the 1920s. Such failures bred the
misunderstanding that the history of recorded music in Korea started out with music transplanted
by the Japanese music industry from the beginning. In reality, to understand the trends in popular
music through record albums from this period, one must consider the rise and fall of traditional
songs, as well as the negotiations which occurred as a part of this process. A proper analysis of
popular music on the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century is only possible after
comprehending the conditions which caused the rise and fall of traditional songs and the process
of negotiation which occurred to guarantee their survival. A proper inquiry into the course of
Korea’s popular music history through the materials known as record albums will show that this
history began with traditional songs before popular songs came into being. At the same time, the
inquiry will prove that the linear theory of ‘ch’angga - yuhaeng ch’angga - yuhaengga’ endorsed
by transplantation theorists is simply inadequate in explaining the arrival of the popular music

industry.

As explained above, traditional songs took up the bulk of songs featured on Korean
record albums until the end of the 1920s. Meanwhile, in 1926, “Hymn of Death” by Yun Sim-
deok garnered immense popularity among the masses, giving record labels a glimpse at the
potential for the growth of a dynamic recording industry in the country. “Hymn of Death” was a
remake of the Romanian waltz “Waves of the Danube” by composer losif Ivanovici, rewritten
with Korean lyrics. Yun Sim-deok, who was in Tokyo to record several songs for record albums,
was asked to sing another song on the spot without prior notice. That song was “Hymn of Death”.
After completing her recording session, Yun Sim-deok committed suicide with her lover,

playwright Kim U-jin, on the Korea Strait while returning to the peninsula. This story was
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covered extensively by newspapers at the time, contributing to the popularity of “Hymn of
Death”. The popularity of this song was in many ways a trigger for the masses to become

familiarized with record albums.

While it is true that beginning in the mid-1920s, several Korean remakes of Japanese
popular songs were produced and distributed through record albums and record albums
themselves became more widespread with the success of “Hymn of Death”, it nonetheless
remained that traditional songs still made up the bulk of songs featured on albums. Then, in 1929,
with the release of record albums produced using the electrical recording method, records
achieved groundbreaking improvement in sound quality. As a result, the record industry gained
traction, and in 1932, the song “The Ruins of Whangsung” (written by Wang P'ydng, composed
by Chon Surin, sung by Yi Aerisu, Victor 49125A, released April, 1932) became a massive
sensation, ushering in the very first era of popular music in the standard sense. In fact, it would
not be an exaggeration to say that by 1930, popular songs were taking the record industry by
storm. However, the arrival of the first era of popular music did not mean that traditional songs
completely disappeared from the industry. Until the Korea’s liberation in 1945, traditional songs
were consistently found on record albums. This means that the record industry was not always at
the mercy of the Japanese Empire’s policies and schemes, and that the masses persistently

demonstrated an interest in traditional songs during this period.

As shown, an inquiry into the course of Korea’s popular music history through an
examination of record albums illustrates that traditional songs relentlessly underwent processes of
negotiation, highs, and lows, and that it wasn’t until the 1930s that popular songs gained the lead
over traditional songs. It is only possible to understand the course of Korea’s popular music

history as deeply connected to the course of the country’s traditional songs. And this fact will
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become even more evident with an investigation into the paths through which various genres of

popular songs came into being.

o The Formation Process of Popular Songs by Genre

The genres representative of popular songs on the Korean peninsula in the first half of the
20th century included trot, sinminyo, manyo, and jazz songs. Each of these genres were
conceived from their own, unique formation processes. Now, considering the circumstances of
this time, it is generally true that Japanese popular music influenced Korean popular songs of this
era. However, because Japanese popular music during this period also received much influence
from Western popular music, assuming that Korean popular music was altogether influenced by
Japanese music in a linear direction may pose a threat to an objective inquiry. As a matter of fact,
popular music on the Korean peninsula in the first half of the 20th century should be understood
from the perspective of global history. Going by the general premise that Korean popular music
during the first half of the 20th century was influenced by Japan’s popular music, which was in
turn influenced by popular music from the West, let us look at the four representative genres of

popular songs mentioned above and their unique formation processes.

Jazz Songs

As discussed earlier, the category of jazz songs during this period did not indicate jazz
songs in their standard definition, but many different types of foreign music including pop songs,
French chanson, and Latin music. Other songs attempting to mimic the mood and sound of these

foreign songs were also referred to as jazz songs.
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Then when was the very first jazz band formed in Korea? A detailed description of the
very first jazz band performance to take place in Korea in 1926 can be found in Korean History of
Classical Arts by Kim Kyongok. It is stated that Pack Myongkon, manager of the Joseon Football
Association, visited Shanghai for an away match in 1925 and returned with several scores of jazz
music and instruments. Pack Myongkon, along with Hong Nanp'a, Pak Konwon, and others, went
on to form a light music band. Hong Nanp'a played the piano, while Pack Myongkon played first
saxophone, Yi Ch'6l played second saxophone, Han Uktong played trumpet, Hong Chaeyu played
violin, Yi Sangchun played the drums, Pak Konwon played the slide trombone, and Yi Inson
sang. Each week, they practiced at Pack Myongkon’s home, and in 1926, these members
performed at the first Korean jazz performance dressed in tuxedos. This was how the historic
Korean Jazz Band was formed, and although the band underwent some member changes and
additions here and there, by 1928, the Korean Jazz Band was performing in Seoul, Gwangju, and

other nearby cities, receiving fervent response from the masses.

On the other hand, a relatively early instance of an American jazz record arriving in
Korea can be observed in an advertisement found in the Donga Ilbo, published on September 4,
1928, titled “King of the American jazz band, Paul Whiteman, signs exclusive artist deal with
Columbia”. But bearing in mind that the jazz fever was already rampant in many Korean cities by
the end of the 1920s, it should be noted that jazz likely arrived in the country well before this
advertisement. It is probable that the jazz fever of the late 1920s was found to be well-matched
with the preference for pleasure and enjoyment characteristic of urban civil society at this time,

further fueling the popularity of jazz music.

Jazz in the evening, jazz in the morning — the intoxication over the mood of jazz deepens

each day. And yet, the modern boys and modern girls of Gyeongseong, whose path to
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culture has yet to open up, can only get a small taste of jazz through ‘records and
promotional photos’, like licking at a watermelon, they can’t even dream of dancing to
jazz as the Americans do it, they’re all just drunk on appearances and know only how to
sway their butts. (Omit) The mood of jazz has even entered the most elite pleasure
quarters of the entertainment district, so that two-thirds of all songs asked for by
restaurant customers are yuhaeng ch’angga inspired by the mood of jazz. If one were to
recite one of the old tunes next door, the likes of “Hwa P'yon (Poem of Petals)” or
“Hwanggyesa”, young folks romping around with gisaeng by their sides in a craze will

spew a string curses without hesitation.

The excerpt above, written by Yi Soku in the September 1929 issue of Byeolgeongon,
vividly portrays the jazz fever during this time. Joined with the exotic mood of jazz, the first signs
of modernity struck Korean society without warning in the form of pleasure and enjoyment. But
as Yi Soku criticized, the mood of jazz during this time was a rather sloppy rendition of the
original, “like licking at a watermelon, they can’t even dream of dancing to jazz as the Americans
do it, they’re all just drunk on appearances and know only how to sway their butts.” Even so, the
people had already fallen in love with the mood of jazz. The genre of jazz songs came into being

against this social backdrop.

Jazz songs in the first half of the 20th century started out as Korean remakes of Western
music. Of course, under the circumstances, most of these Western songs arrived in Korea through
Japan. The very first song to be labeled as a jazz song and sung by a Korean artist was “Jongro
March” (composed by Shiojiri Seihachi, sung by Pok Hyesuk, Columbia 40071A, released
February, 1930), produced by Columbia in February, 1930. If the release of “The Ruins of

Whangsung” in 1932 marked the arrival of the first popular music industry in Korea in the
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standard sense, then it is noteworthy that jazz songs appeared even before 1932. This indicates
that jazz songs had in fact become established as a representative genre of popular music in the

first half of the 20th century even earlier.

Additionally, jazz songs corresponded with the newly emerging sentiments of urban
society and strongly appealed to the young generation of the period. Jazz songs in Korea during
this time were typically remakes of Western songs, alongside jazz songs composed by Japanese
composers which were remade with Korean lyrics. Many Japanese composers were trained in
Western music and jazz, and so a number of them devoted their careers to producing jazz music.
These were the circumstances which introduced jazz songs composed by Japanese composers to

the country as Korean remakes.

Korean composers such as Kim Haesong, Son Mok-in, Yi Yong-jun, and more also
distinguished themselves as prominent composers of jazz songs during this time. A song written
by Cho Myodngam, composed and arranged by Kim Haesong, and sung by Yi Nanyoung, “The
Blue Dream of the Coffee Shop” (written by Cho Myodngam, composed by Kim Haesong, sung
by Yi Nanyoung, Okeh 12282A, released November, 1939), gives off strong bluesy vibes as a
song mimicking the blue note form. A representative sound form in blues, blue notes use an 8-
note scale with E flat and B flat each lowered a semitone, and this form is also found in Kim
Haesong’s “The Blue Dream of the Coffee Shop”. While no lyricists were exclusively devoted to
jazz songs, lyricists including Pak Yongho, Pak Hyangno, Yu Tosun (Pom O), and Kim Tongchin
wrote many jazz song lyrics. Singers who predominantly recorded jazz songs included Kim

Haesong, Yi Bok-bon, and Sam Uy®l.

In the case of Japan, the song “Farewell Blues”, composed by Hattori Rydichi with a
distinct flavor of Eastern sentiment, achieved great popularity, and the popularity of jazz songs

exploded after 1938. Rhythm and blues, known for its melancholy sounds, particularly gained
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immense popularity, and it’s said that this was possible because Easterners could easily
understand the nihilistic mood characteristic of thythm and blues songs. In Korea as well, “the
genre of blues which was unpopular before the Sino-Japanese War suddenly gained popularity
after the war, as people who wished to unravel the tension and fatigue built up in the heart during
wartime by listening to blues found a sense of security in the genre.” This statement hints at a
gradual change in how jazz songs were perceived, from their affiliation with pleasure and
enjoyment to an affiliation with emotions of grief and sorrow, characteristic of blues. Song
labeled in the blues category from this period, such as “Rainy Night” (written by Yi Hayun,
composed by Yi Yong-jun, sung by Kang Nam-ju, Columbia 40860, released July, 1939), also

attest to this change.

According to existing records, almost no jazz songs were released after April of 1940.
After 1941, the Japanese Empire reinforced its censorship and control over record albums,
banning American and English music as music from hostile countries. Furthermore, one can also
suspect that the sense of pleasure and enjoyment affiliated with jazz songs did not suit the

circumstances of the times after 1941.

In summary, jazz songs can trace their origins to popular music from the West. In some
cases, jazz songs were directly imported into the Korean peninsula from the West, but more
frequently, these songs came into the country by way of Japan. Jazz music was also popular in
instrumental form as well as in song form, with jazz band performances being widely popular
among the young generation. These jazz songs, which started out as songs influenced by popular
music from the West, went on to become a representative genre of popular music in Korea the
1930s, characterized by their exotic appeal and enjoyed by the young generation. However, by the

end of the 1930s, the tensions of wartime brought about a change in the Korean people’s
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preferences, and similar to the case of Japan, blues songs with their melancholy tone gained

greater popularity.

Manyo

Manyo, a type of comical songs, started out by sharing influences with comedy skits
which were recorded on gramophone albums. The term manyo itself originated from a genre of
comedy known as mandam (satire), and a famous writer of mandam, Sin Pulch'ul, described

mandam as such:

Mandam, sharing the same root as manmun (comical notes or ramblings), manhwa
(illustrated stories), manshi (humorous poetry), and manyo (comical songs), is
characterized by the reckless nature of its humor and the unpredictable nature of its irony;
it is an art of words, like a blade and a flame. (Omit) While it may be that any form of
mandam must always be based on humor, that is not to say that lining up any
combination of wondrous and brilliant flowery speech or strange words will produce a
work of mandam, indeed, it also requires a piece of truth, as powerful as a blade, that will
pierce through the heart of the modern man. Mandam originally did not exist in Joseon.
There was the so-called chaedam (wordplays), but these were fundamentally different

from mandam, so much so that there is little worth in comparing the two.

In the excerpt above from the June 1935 issue of Samch'olli, the most highly reputed
mandam writer of the 1930s, Sin Pulch'ul, described the distinct characteristics of mandam. Sin

Pulch’ul explained that the term mandam originated in Japan, and that humor and irony were two
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of its most defining qualities. However, the fact that the term mandam originated in Japan cannot
be reason enough to say that mandam is Japanese. Sin Pulch’ul was one of the first people to
bring mandam into Joseon, but he insisted that his own writings did not just mimic the mandam
of Otsujishiro, a renowned writer of mandam from Tokyo; instead, he observed and studied the
mandam of Japanese writers before creating his original work. Sin Pulch’ul was known to have
stated that “the only value in learning the art of others is to make the art my own.” The writer

went on to explain why his own mandam differed from the mandam of Japan.

Mandam which emerged in Joseon is remarkably different from the mandam of

Otsujishiro, and this is because their tastes and palate are quite different from ours.

According to Sin Pulch’ul, the reason that mandam of Japan differs from his own
mandam lies in cultural differences. There’s a four-character idiom passed down in history which
literally means, ‘A mandarin planted in the north will grow into a hardy orange.’ It refers to the
tendency of things to change their properties according to the land and climate. As Sin Pulch’ul
noted, mandam in Korea may have originated from the mandam of Japan, but due to the change
in environment, its properties will have changed into something new. In fact, works of comedy
such as mandam have a strong tendency to be understood only by those of a group who share
cultural similarities when compared to other genres of literary work. Specific words and
expressions can arouse laughter only when the audience understands the cultural context of those

words and expressions.

If mandam is characterized by its humor and irony, then manyo refers to humorous and

ironic content reproduced in song form. The term manyo may have originated from mandam, but
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its establishment as a genre shared connections to mandam, chaedam, nonsense, skits, and other
types of comedy skits. Manyo existed as songs accompanying several types of comedy skits, but
they also existed as song categories of their own under labels such as manyo or mangok. On a
fundamental level, manyo songs predominantly reflected the social circumstances of the time.
Most manyo identified parts or aspects of society that would draw laughter, transforming it into

song.

The two earliest popular songs to be released in Korea with their category labeled as
manyo were “The Young Groom” (sung by Im Honik, Columbia 40377A, released February,
1933) and “Kkangkkangbaksa” (sung by Im Honik, Columbia 40377A, released February, 1933).
But while the category of manyo did not appear until 1933 in any surviving lyric books found
today, a song released in 1930 called “Bungkkara:, labeled as a yuhaengga, featured plenty of

characteristics of manyo.

An old man from the countryside

hung a 10 won bill from the telephone pole
asking it to send it quick

but a thief with a foul heart swiped it for himself

Bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bung

Today is payday so

I picked up my paycheck early in the morning

and asked my wife, should I go to the brothel or go for drinks
and was sentenced to leg-screw punishment

Bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bung

113



I quickly saved up a great fortune of one million won

got myself a beauty for a wife

and was wondering if we should fly on a plane for our honeymoon
while dreaming such a vain dream, [ wet my bed

Bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bungkkara bung

A man out on a stroll on Cheongnyang-ri on the outskirts of Dongdaemun
picked up a pouch fat with bills

so happy he was that he jumped in joy and looked in it again and again
and got hit by a trolley, that idiot sprawled like a frog

Maengkkong maengkkong maengkkong maengkkong maeng

Sung by Yi Aerisu - Chon Kyonghiii, “Bungkkara” (Victor 49097A, released 1930)

The refrain of “Bungkkara” features the comical and repetitive line, ‘Bungkkara
bungkkara bungkkara bung’, while its verses contain absurd and comical lyrics like ‘a husband
who receives leg-screw punishment for asking his wife if he should go to the brothel or go for
drinks with his paycheck’ and ‘a man who wet his bed while having a vain dream of saving one
million one and finding a beauty for a wife to go on a honeymoon on an airplane’. The absurd and
comical lyrics reach their climax in the fourth verse, where a man who picks up a pouch fat with
bills during his stroll gets hit by a trolley while looking in it again and again. The narrator
compares this character to a ‘sprawled frog’ and ends the song with the sound of a frog trilling,

‘maengkkong maengkkong maengkkong maengkkong maeng’.
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As shown above, “Bungkkara” depicts the hollow dreams of the lower middle classes of
the time and comically portrays how such dreams quickly meet their demise while maintaining a
lighthearted mood to induce laughter. It may be correct to say that “Bungkkara” was in fact that
earliest manyo found in surviving lyric books today. Meanwhile, Kim Chongku, who sang “Love
Letter from Mister Wang” (written by Kim Jinmun, composed by Pak Sich'un, sung by Kim
Chongku, Okeh 12092A, released February, 1938), was one singer whose specialty was the genre
of manyo, although he did not necessarily claim to represent the genre. As of today, scholars have
made no serious attempts to study Korean manyo from the first half of the 20th Century. Scholar
Cho Tongil, however, criticized manyo by writing, “Songs like “The Silk Trader Mister Wang”,
made in the absurd mandam-style, swept up the popular masses in momentary, fleeting

pleasure.”

But manyo were not songs that simply sought to induce ‘momentary, fleeting pleasure’.
While it’s true that some manyo were made to simply cause laughter, others like “Bungkkara”, as
shown, carried meaning in that they illustrated glimpses of the society of this period through
humor and satire. Rather than focusing on musical quality, manyo songs focused on lyrics which
brought about laughter. Much like comedy skits from this period, manyo featured similar
characteristics to Western art forms such as a comedy or farce, but they also drew influence from
mandam, which were based on satirical skits depicting the current affairs of the times. They also
employed the witty storytelling style derived from art forms of the pre-modern period, such as

open-form sijo or pansori.

Therefore, manyo may be described as a genre of popular songs which emerged with
influences from both the new form of theater known as comedy skits from this period, as well as

other forms of traditional storytelling meant to cause laughter, such as chaedam.
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Sinminyo

Sinminyo, which literally means ‘new folk songs’, were songs derived from existing
minyo [traditional folk songs]. Lyricists and composers employed traditional minyo-style
structures while producing new popular songs. The poet Kim Chonghan, pen name Eulpaso,
suggested the following criteria for characterizing sinminyo in an article from the Chosun Ilbo in

1937.

1. Lyricists and composers took part in their creation.

2. Interms of their literary quality, contemporary characteristics claimed victory over
traditional, local features.

3. In terms of their musical quality, they have begun to enter the territory of popular songs.

4. In terms of distribution, these songs are distributed in short time frames on records or on

the radio, meant for listening rather than performing.

For these characteristics, which show that sinminyo employed traditional minyo-style
structures, the genre of sinminyo must be understood in relation to traditional forms of music
including national folk songs, local folk songs, and chapka. In fact, many sinminyo songs used
the G-scale found in traditional songs, and many were influenced by local sounds from the
Gyeonggi province. Rhythm-wise, sinminyo frequently adopted a waltz rhythm, and like
traditional music genres which most often were written in triple time, sinminyo was also written
in triple time. When considered from the musical aspects of scale, mode, rhythm, and time,

sinminyo based their structures in traditional folk music.

116



The excerpt below indicates that even lyricists and composers of this time understood the

genre of sinminyo as songs featuring stronger elements of traditional music over trot.

Needless to say, sinminyo carries the fragrance of Joseon and reverberates in our hearts
even as it is sung with Western musical accompaniment, unlike yuhaengga (trot —
author). Reputed as songs that spoke to our hearts more deeply than yuhaengga, sinminyo

songs were received favorably by the masses and have recently gained great popularity.

The above statement was made by Yi Gi-se, then head of the cultural arts department at
Victor Records, in the February 1936 issue of Samch'slli. According to Yi, sinminyo was a genre
of popular songs carrying the fragrance of Joseon. Yi described sinminyo as songs “that spoke to
our hearts more deeply than yuhaengga”. Along with the popularity of sinminyo genre singers
such as Kang Hongsik and Sonu Ilson, sinminyo continued to rise in popularity until in 1935,

sinminyo records outsold trot records by a landslide.

An interest in minyo by the educated classes of this period made it possible for traditional
songs of the pre-modern period to be recreated as sinminyo songs. Writers who also wrote
popular song lyrics such as Kim Ok and Kim Tonghwan, as well as educated literary figures such
as Yi Kwangsu and Kim Sayop, took great interest in minyo. A movement calling for more
interest in folk songs occurred in Japan around this time, and it may be that the educated classes
in Korea gained an interest in minyo as they witnessed the movement unfold in Japan. However,
it is difficult to say that this influence was large enough that it played a part in the process which
led to the creation of sinminyo as a new genre of popular songs. In fact, while writing about the

minyo movement in Japan, Kim Sayop lamented that not only were the people of Korea
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indifferent toward such minyo movements, but there was not a single person with the kind of
motivation it would take to introduce a minyo movement in Korea. The actual process through
which sinminyo was created with its origins from traditional genres such as t’ongsok minyo

[commoner’s songs] and chapka can be found in detail below.

Recently, songs which are somewhere in the middle between the minyo of Joseon and the
musical composition of Western music, songs which have been passed down through the
generations since long ago in the land of Joseon, but which are not exactly the same
songs carrying the strong fragrance of traditional Joseon and which are not exactly
yuhaengga from foreign countries either but are rather bibimbap-style, have gained quite
the popularity. (Omit.) From there, the masses began to take pleasure in unearthing the
traditional art of Joseon and welcomed those songs that incorporate the local color,

resulting in a new genre known as siminyo gaining popularity.

At first, songs which added Western accompaniments to minyo gained popularity. Then,
when such musical structures demonstrated their popularity with the Korean masses, record
companies began to unearth more of the country’s traditional arts. As a result, the masses went on
to welcome songs with strong local color, giving rise to a new genre of popular music known as
sinminyo. In other words, emerging from a time when traditional songs were without question the
most popular genre of songs to be recorded and distributed on record albums up until the late
1920s, sinminyo songs amounted to traditional songs which were newly transformed into popular
songs. Therefore, the genre of sinminyo can be marked as noteworthy for their strong
characteristic of autogenous generation over other genres of popular music from this period. Of

course, as was the case of most cultural forms from the colonial period, sinminyo was
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fundamentally a hybrid genre. Still, compared to other genres of popular music, it is a genre with

remarkably autogenous characteristics.

Existing research in this field has tended to treat sinminyo from a negative perspective.
Some research excluded the genre as a subject worthy of study, while some research considered
sinminyo a deviant and retrograde successor to the earlier genre of chapka. On the other hand,
non-mainstream sources as well as music critics have exhibited a tendency to treat sinminyo as
the ‘very origins of Korea’s popular music’ or as ‘songs which inspire a sense of ethnicity with
their indigenous Korean sentiments’. However, sinminyo must be seen as songs whose style was
based on traditional music in their musical composition and reverberation, and according to the
social context of the time, were ‘popular songs created through a process of autogenous
generation made capable by the creators who pursued, and listeners who longed for, local Korean

traditions’.

Sinminyo rose to popularity in the mid-1930s, and this in turn stirred up a renewed
interest in local folk songs from various regions, paving a path for songs categorized as sokyo

[local folk songs] to also be recorded onto gramophone records around this time.

When the fans of record albums grew bored of sinminyo around the second half of last
year, it was clear that they began showing a preference for songs which could not be
considered pure, traditional minyo, but which could not be considered sinminyo either,
songs right in between these two genres called sokyo. Songs in this sokyo genre were
minyo which we were not able to discover up until now and therefore were not widely
known to the public, but songs which could only be found in the most rural regions, and

which were sung to accompaniments in such a way that embodied the life of Joseon
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minyo, and this year, such songs will surely be welcomed by the masses and achieve

great success.

According to the above excerpt from the February 1936 issue of Samch'olli, sokyo were
local folk songs discovered in rural regions which were then sung and recorded with Western
musical accompaniment. When sinminyo gained popularity, record labels naturally developed an
interest in local folk songs as well. Composers and lyricists during this time personally visited
rural regions and discovered the local folk songs there, then recreated them with Western musical

accompaniment while also emphasizing the distinct characteristics of Joseon minyo.

Even when songs were not specifically labeled sinminyo, the genre of sinminyo itself was
already emerging around the time that traditional songs were being recorded onto gramophone
albums on the Korean peninsula. The song “Arirang”, used as the theme song for the 1926 silent
film Arirang produced and starring Na Unkyu, borrowed the chorus and the lyrics of minyo.
Along with the popularity of the film, the song also gained great popularity and was remade by
numerous singers on record albums. One can get a sense of the tremendous popularity of

“Arirang” in the late 1920s by looking at the excerpt below.

“Arirang T'arydng” has become so popular these days that the mother cooking rice in the
kitchen, male and female school students, and little children who still smell of breast milk
are all singing “Arirang”. They even say that one student at a girls’ school who had to
learn a song for a vocal exam, she grew into such a habit of reciting “Arirang T'aryong”
at home by herself that she accidentally sang “Arirang T'aryong” for her exam and not

the proper song she was to sing, and so she was scolded by her teacher....... (Omit).
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Whether that’s true or not, the fact that this song is popular throughout Seoul is most
definitely true. As many people were moved by the film Arirang by Na Unkyu, its impact

on ordinary homes and schools is no small matter.

The excerpt above is from the December 1928 issue of Byeolgeongon. It states that
“Arirang” was popular among people of all ages, from young children to adults. As a result,
“Arirang” did not stop as a film and a song, but was recreated into a play, a traditional dance
performance, into music for dancing, and was even exported to Japan. Records from the period
suggest that Kim Yonsil was the first to sing “Arirang”, while Na Unkyu was the first to produce
and star in a film called Arirang. The first play called Arirang was written by Pak Stinghtii, and
the traditional dance performance was choreographed and performed by Pae Kucha. The first

version made for dancing was arranged and recorded by Chieron Records.

There are 42 popular songs with ‘Arirang’ in its title in surviving lists of record albums in
existence today. A version of “Arirang” (Victor 49472, released May, 1937) sung by Yi Bok-bon,
known for his strengths as a jazz singer, was labeled as a jazz-minyo genre, bearing witness to
just how many variants of this song existed during this time. Not only among popular songs, but
even among traditional songs, those that had ‘Arirang’ in its title or in the lyrics made up a
significant proportion of surviving lists, once again demonstrating the tremendous popularity of
“Arirang” in the first half of the 20th century. In fact, “Arirang” existed in such diverse forms
during this period that it is difficult to deal with it in a comprehensive manner here. For now, it
will suffice to acknowledge that the distinct characteristics of sinminyo had already existed in

songs like “Arirang”.

Following “Arirang”, another popular song called “Foxglove Tree” was released with its

genre labeled as ‘yuhaeng sogok’, but it displayed adequate characteristics to be considered
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sinminyo. Therefore, this song merits a close examination as a song in the sinminyo genre that
came before one of the first popular songs to be labeled as sinminyo, “Song of a Maiden
Pounding Rice”. Writer Yi Soku, who introduced “Foxglove Tree” as a minyo genre, observed
that the song gained popularity shortly after Pae Kucha performed his traditional dance piece.
Although no lyric books containing the lyrics of “Foxglove Tree” have survived today,
fortunately, a surviving recording of the song from the period allows us to listen to it. The lyrics

to “Foxglove Tree”, transcribed after listening to its recording, are as follows.

Among twelve foxglove trees, a Taoist priestess descends from the heavens

Eh-hera this is farewell, eh-hera this is what they call sorrow

The crow that guards the mountain caw-caws while the lover’s illness deepens

Eh-hera these are tears, eh-hera this is what they call sorrow

A young man and woman cross into a forest overgrown with red and white peach trees

Eh-hera this is love, eh-hera this is what they call sorrow

Child do not weep, let us go, the sun is setting by the waist of Backdu Mountain

Eh-hera this is farewell, eh-hera this is what they call sorrow

Where has our beautiful land with glimmering waters and mountains gone, all that’s left

1s a wasteland

Eh-hera this is deep regret, eh-hera this is what they call sorrow
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“Foxglove Tree’, written by Yi Kyusong, sung by Kang Sokyon (Columbia 40138B,

released January, 1931)

The reason that “Foxglove Tree” merits particular attention here has to do with the fact
that its lyrics are quite different in nature from the lyrics of other sinminyo songs which were
popular in the mid-1930s. More on this will be addressed later, but most sinminyo released in the
mid-1930s expressed a sense of fulfillment in their lyrics. On the other hand, the lyrics of
“Foxglove Tree” describe reality with words such as sorrow, farewell, and tears, suggesting an
awareness of reality closer to the truth. In the fourth verse, the words, ‘the sun is setting by the
waist of Baekdu Mountain’ depicts a darkness falling over Backdu Mountain, here representing
the homeland. This sense of reality continues in the fifth verse. The words ‘Where has our
beautiful land with glimmering waters and mountains gone, all that’s left is a wasteland’ reflects
the reality of a people who have lost their country, describing such a reality with words like deep

regret and sorrow.

As shown, some of the earliest forms of sinminyo stand out for inheriting the morality
and attitude of minyo from earlier periods, harboring a sense of reality closer to the true situation
of the times. Similar characteristics can be observed in two of the first songs to be released in
1931 under the category of sinminyo, composed by Hong Nanp’a, one called “Song of a Maiden
Pounding Rice” and the other called “The Rusted Ring” (written by Yun Bok-jin, composed by
Hong Nanp’a, sung by S6 Kiimyodng - Yi Kyongsuk - Ch'oe Myodngsuk, Columbia 40159B,
released March, 1931). Both songs, recorded with a musical accompaniment by the national
orchestra, bore the label ‘sinminyo recreation’ in their lyric books. Just like “Foxglove Tree”,

their lyrics closely resemble the morality and attitude of earlier minyo.
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It’s August so the moon is bright on this thirteenth night
Though my dear husband is not here, I pound the rice
Arirang arirang arariyo

What need is there to pound this freshly harvested rice

Surely, the coal mines in Hokkaido must be deep
My dear husband has been gone ten years, digging up coal
Arirang arirang arariyo

What need is there to dig up nothing but coal

Suni’s dad in the village down the road, he might be ugly but
He came back with the money he earned after three years of digging coal
Arirang arirang arariyo

He bought a paddy and a field and he’s building a house

When will my handsome husband come home
Even if he hasn’t saved up a single sheet of money, won’t he come back
Arirang arirang arariyo

While my dear one is gone, my youth is wasting away

“Song of a Maiden Pounding Rice”, written by Kim Sukyong, composed by Hong

Nanp’a, sung by S6 Kiimyong - Yi Kyongsuk - Ch'oe Myodngsuk (Columbia 40159A,

released March, 1931)
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Made up of four verses, “Song of a Maiden Pounding Rice” inherits many characteristics
of minyo, from its refrain which goes ‘Arirang arirang arariyo’ to its lyrics. While pounding rice
during the Harvest Moon, the narrator becomes overwhelmed with sorrow and grief. Notably, the
narrator compares her husband with Suni’s dad from the village down the road. By comparing the
two men, the narrator highlights the pitiful reality of her life — Suni’s dad, who may be ugly, came
back after earning money from three years of coal mine work and bought a paddy, a field, and
built a house, while her own handsome husband won’t come back. Highlighting a sad situation

using a comparison was a narrative technique often found in local folk songs.

For example, a song known for its folk-style structure of singers exchanging lines, called

“Seed Planting Song”, highlights one’s pitiful situation using a comparison in the lyrics.

The radish from the big field in Jinju is tender and sweet
But the man sitting in my house is foolish and stifling
Chu Sunson, The Compendium of Korean Oral Literature 8-1 (Gyeongnam, Geoje-gun,

Sinhyeon-eup)

Look at the Zinnias each day for three months and ten days and they are still like a bride
on her wedding day

But my husband complains angrily whenever he looks at me, who knows what he heard
Chong Manyong The Compendium of Korean Oral Literature 8-6 (Gyeongnam,

Geochang-gun, Namha-myeon)

The first piece compares ‘the radish’ with ‘the man in my house’, while the second piece

compares ‘the Zinnias’ with ‘my husband’. In both pieces, the comparison draws attention to the
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problematic attitude of the husband. Unlike the radish from the big field in Jinju which is tender
and sweet, the man of the house is foolish and stifling, emphasizing the husband’s problematic
attitude using a comparison. The second piece does likewise. The Zinnias are as beautiful as a
bride on her wedding day every time one looks at them, but the husband complains angrily every

time he looks at his wife, emphasizing the husband’s problematic attitude using a comparison.

Seeing as the technique of comparing a negative situation to a positive one can be found
easily in local folk songs, it can be said that “Song of a Maiden Pounding Rice” directly inherited
a major narrative technique from local folk songs. Sinminyo, then, was a genre of popular music
created with minyo in mind from the beginning. Sinminyo was created with its musical
composition and lyrics based on traditional songs, and both the creators and the listeners of this
time acknowledged that sinminyo borrowed from the styles of traditional songs. Especially in the
mid-1930s, sinminyo was overwhelmingly preferred by the masses over trot, and an explosion of
interest in local Korean traditions, triggered by the popularity of sinminyo, led to the work of
unearthing local folk songs from the rural regions to record them onto gramophone albums.
However, after this initial boom, sinminyo gradually moved away from its tendency to inherit the
spirit of local folk songs and went on to adapt the pleasure-inducing qualities of t’ongsok minyo

[commoner’s songs] and chapka.

Very few lyricists and composers of sinminyo only wrote lyrics and music for that single
genre alone. And yet, among lyricists of sinminyo, Yu Tosun was a lyricist known for writing a
number of pieces, while among composers, Yi Myonsang contributed many works. Well-known
singers of sinminyo from this period included Chong Namhtii, Cho Pyongki, Jang Il-ta-hong, Pak
Bu-yong, and Kim Chuho, and all of these singers shared a common thread in that they were
singers of traditional music genres who took part in recording sinminyo. Other than Jang Il-ta-

hong, who also recorded two trot songs during his career, the rest of these singers did not work in
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any other popular song genre but sinminyo, setting them apart from their peers in the recording
industry. In other words, when singers worked in both popular and traditional music genres, the
popular genre they worked in was almost always sinminyo, a fact which may serve as further
evidence that sinminyo was a popular music genre born from earlier traditional songs. It should
also be noted that singers who started out their careers as gisaeng, including Yi Hwaja, Kim
Pokhiii, and Sonu Ilson, were often known for recording sinminyo. These singers were trained in
traditional vocal techniques in schools for educating gisaeng, techniques which they were able to

employ when recording sinminyo.

In summary, sinminyo were songs created with traditional songs in mind from the
beginning, borrowing many aspects of traditional songs in their form and content. Additionally,
unlike other popular music genres, sinminyo singers were those capable of performing traditional
songs. It can be said that as a popular music genre, the value of sinminyo lies in that they
demonstrate strong characteristics of autogenous generation, more so than many other popular

music genres of this period.

Trot

The genre of trot started out as Korean songs remade from Japanese yuhaengga [popular
songs]. According to surviving lists of record albums from time period, the earliest Korean
remake of a Japanese popular song to be recorded on a gramophone album was “I P'ungjin Sewol
[These Wind-Blown Times]” (composed by Jeremiah Ingalls, sung by Pak Ch'aeson - Yi Ryu-
saek, Nitchku K116A, released 1921). This song is known as a remake of the Japanese song “The
White Peak of Mt. Fuji”. A ship carrying middle school boys near the city of Zushi, Japan, sank
on January 23, 1910, killing twelve of the boys. While mourning the loss, a teacher at a nearby

girls’ school named Missumi Yoko wrote the lyrics to “The White Peak of Mt. Fuji” to the tune
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and melody of a Christian hymn, “When We Arrive At Home”, composed by Jeremiah Ingalls
(1764~1828). However, the tune and melody of “When We Arrive At Home” had already been
used before in 1890 for an educational song in School Songs of the Meiji Era. In 1890, the tune
and melody of “When We Arrive At Home” was used for an educational song, while in 1910, it
was used for a song of mourning. “The White Peak of Mt. Fuji”, which was picked up and sung
by street musicians, went on to become a popular song throughout Japan. As a result, its tune and

melody were also brought over to Korea.

Therefore, although “I P'ungjin Sewdl” is known as a remake of a Japanese song, the
original song is in fact a Western song, making it difficult to consider it an indigenous song from
Japan. Japanese historian Tsurumi Shunsuke described the popular Japanese song “The White
Peak of Mt. Fuji” and its Western origins by writing, “That the people borrowed a Western tune
and melody to express their natural, inner feelings, such an episode provides a window into not
only the music culture of Japan at the time, but also into the thoughts and emotions of the people
who opened their hearts to that music culture.” After its modernization, Japan made purposeful
and deliberate attempts to accept Western music into its music education and culture. Therefore,
when considering the popular music scene of Japan, it is necessary to also consider the strong
influence of Western popular music on Japan’s music industry. To observe the influence of
Japanese popular music on Korean popular music during this time period without consideration
for the influence of Western music in Japan would not only be unreasonable, it would prove very

difficult to achieve an objective evaluation.

An interesting aspect of note here is the vocalization techniques of “I P'ungjin Sewol”.
Without any instrumental accompaniment, Pak Ch'aeson and Yi Ryu-saek sang “I P'ungjin
Sew0l” in unison as a duet using vocalization techniques found in minyo. The fact that the singers

of “I P'ungjin Sewol” used vocalization techniques from minyo implies that when foreign songs
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began to enter the Korean music market, the process occurred hand in hand with inadvertent

attempts of hybridizing with traditional songs.

In the 1920s, record labels predominantly released Korean remakes of Japanese enka. But
in 1932, the massive success of a song known as “The Ruins of Whangsung” ushered in the very
first era of modern popular music in Korea in the standard sense. However, prior to the success of
“The Ruins of Whangsung”, it seemed that the forecast for Korea’s popular music industry was

not the brightest.

One spring 8 years ago, a director from Japan oversaw the recording of several albums
containing yuhaengga from Joseon for the first time. When these records failed to sell,
Victor Gramophone Company did not understand that the cause of the failure was the
Japanese director who did not know the language of Joseon, and the company made no
further attempts to record yuhaengga from Joseon on gramophone albums, arriving at the
wrong and hasty conclusion that the culture of Joseon was still behind and that the
language of Joseon was inadequate for recording. This disappointed and infuriated my
heart to no end. After multiple discussions with the president of Victor Gramophone
Company, [ was able to convince him to give Joseon yuhaengga another chance 3 years
later, in the spring of the 6th year of the Showa era (1931). If it fails this time, Joseon
yuhaengga will be considered a failure for good. No matter, vowing to discover a talented
singer capable of producing a masterpiece that would earn the enthusiastic praise of the
masses, [ went to great lengths in search of such a talent, but alas, talent of that caliber is

rarc.
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In the excerpt above from the November 1936 issue of Samch'olli, Yi Gi-se described the
circumstances which made it difficult for yuhaengga from Joseon to be produced as gramophone
albums after the failure of the albums recorded in 1928. The record company sought to blame the
inferior culture of Korea for the failure of yuhaengga from Joseon, but Yi Gi-se criticized this
thinking as unjust. Yi further professed that when the record company made no more attempts to
record yuhaengga from Joseon on gramophone albums, he felt disappointed and infuriated. After
multiple discussions with the president of Victor, Yi Gi-se earned another opportunity to record

yuhaengga from Joseon in 1931.

The importance of this excerpt lies in the fact that it demonstrates how the popular music
industry in the first half of the 20th century was thoroughly driven by economic principles. In a
nutshell, Japanese record companies did not record yuhaengga from Joseon because they deemed
it unprofitable. However, Yi Gi-se did not abandon his desire to produce record albums
containing yuhaengga from Joseon and was able to earn another opportunity after convincing the
president of Victor. Concerned that another failure meant failure for good, Yi went to great
lengths to search for a talented singer, and at the end of that search, he found Yi Aerisu.
Fortunately, “The Ruins of Whangsung” sung by Yi Aerisu was a success. It can be observed that
the interest in popular songs from Joseon, triggered by the success of “The Ruins of Whangsung”,

had a large share in ushering in the Golden Age of popular music in Korea at the time.

“The Ruins of Whangsung”, sung by Yi Aerisu, caused a novel kind of ‘shock’ in every
town and village, so that young men and women in every corner of the land sang it from
their lips. As the demand for record singers like Ch'ae Kyuyop, Kang Sokyon, Yi Aerisu,
and Yi Chongsuk increased, and composers began making a name for themselves, record

companies did not hesitate to direct new resources into the industry.

130



When the melody sung by Yi Aerisu using the Victor microphone, as beautiful as the
texture of silk as it was, spread throughout every street in the land, the enthusiastic
praises of the Joseon record fans was truly a spectacle to behold. The astonishing number
of sales achieved by this record not only caused a surge in Joseon record sales at Victor,
but spurred on other companies like Columbia and Polydor to begin producing Joseon
yuhaengga records. Across every corner of our land, which used to be filled only with the
sounds of songs such as ‘Naniwabushi’ and “Song of Amnok River”, more and more
sounds of Joseon yuhaengga evoking the sentiments of the Joseon people continue to

spread, intensifying the rivalry among record companies to recruit talented singers.

The above excerpts from the magazines Sahaegongnon and Samch'olli reveal how the
success of “The Ruins of Whangsung” opened a path for numerous lyricists and composers to
enter the Korean music market and increased the demand for singers during this period.
According to the excerpts, until yuhaengga from Joseon broke through in the Korean market, the
only songs heard in the land were Japanese yuhaengga such as ‘naniwabushi’ and “Song of
Amnok River”. But the popularity of “The Ruins of Whangsung” paved the way for more Joseon
yuhaengga, evoking the sentiments of the Joseon people, and the rivalry among record companies

to recruit talented singers intensified.

The popularity of “The Ruins of Whangsung” can be attributed to many factors, but one
such factor would be that the deep sentiment of sorrow embedded in its tune and lyrics aligned
with the social sentiments of the time. Studies show that when the members of a particular society
experience a crisis, they display a tendency to prefer lyrical genres of poetry as a treatment

mechanism. The Mukden Incident of 1931 played a part in inciting a sense of social anxiety at the
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time, and the release of a song such as “The Ruins of Whangsung” was likely perceived as
appropriate during this time of social anxiety. The success of “The Ruins of Whangsung” can be
attributed in part to these circumstances. Additionally, despite using a ‘minor scale with no 4th
and 7th’, the song uses a triple meter which may be considered the most commonly used meter in
our traditional music, another reason why “The Ruins of Whangsung” appealed to the masses

with a sense of familiarity.

In this way, trot can be considered a genre of popular music derived from the influence of
Japanese popular music. Particularly, the Korean people of this time preferred trot songs with a
sorrowful tone, and this was largely due to the tragic circumstances of a country colonized by the
Japanese Empire. It is said that “the music of a country facing ruin is colored in sorrow and
yearning for its subjects are weary”. Songs with a sorrowful tone moved the masses of this era

emotionally, resulting in mournful trot songs gaining significant popularity.

The above observations demonstrate that each genre of popular music on the Korean
peninsula in the first half of the 20th century underwent their own, unique processes of formation.
Jazz songs were influenced by popular music sounds from the West, while manyo emerged in
dialogue with various forms of comedy performances from this era. The genre of sinminyo was
created with influences from traditional songs such as minyo and chapka, and trot derived
influences from the popular music of Japan. In truth, the emergence of a new genre of music
should not be explained in terms of the two opposing poles of autogenous generation and
transplantation. There is no music genre born solely out of autogenous generation nor solely out
of transplantation. New forms of culture take shape when something new merges with the
existing, local culture, and within this process, autogenous generation and transplantation may
clash or coexist. Therefore, it should be said that all cultures are fundamentally hybrid, and that

certainly stands for the popular music Korea. Popular songs originating from the existing, local
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culture and popular songs influenced by the music of foreign countries coexisted within Korea’s
popular music industry in the first half of the 20th century. When it comes to the influence of
music from foreign countries, it was not only popular music from Japan, but also popular music

sounds and styles from the West.

o The Identity of Popular Songs from the First Half of the 20" Century

Now, a question must be raised about the identity of popular songs deriving their
influences from the music of foreign countries. Can jazz songs, influenced by popular music
sounds and styles from the West, and trot, influenced by popular music from Japan, be considered

Korean popular songs?

Existing studies heavily relied on the task of identifying the origin or the moment of
genesis when questioning the identity of popular songs. Studies focusing on the identity of
Korea’s popular songs from the Japanese colonial period were nothing short of a search for their
‘origin’. A well-known example would be the ‘Ppongjak Debate’ of the 1980s, which started out
in scholarly journals, then appeared in newspapers, and even on TV, and it was more or less a
‘search for the origins of trot’. What’s interesting is that when questioning the identity of popular
music today, few people focus solely on its origins or the moment of genesis. The origins of rock,
hip-hop, and rap can be traced back to popular music from the West, but this never posed a
problem, and no one spoke up to argue that rock or hip-hop made by Korean musicians should

not be considered forms of Korean popular music.

Despite this, for some reason, when it came to the popular music of the Japanese colonial
period, the question over its moment of genesis often became a focal point for controversy. Part

of this may be because the Japanese colonial period can be considered an exceptionally sensitive
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period. The fact Korea’s popular music during this time was created under Japanese colonial rule
was itself a major reason to problematize its origins. However, existing studies have thus far
overlooked the fact that trot, often the focal point of the controversies, was not representative of
all popular music genres from the Japanese colonial period. While it may be true that trot takes up
an overwhelming proportion of all genres of popular music released during this period in terms of
numbers, trot itself cannot give a full account of the country’s popular music history from this

period, nor can it explain other genres of popular music such as jazz songs and sinminyo.

It’s hard to believe that searching for the identity of something solely amounts to
searching for its moment of genesis or its origin. In truth, the origin of something cannot be the
only measure of its characteristics, no more than it can be the only measure of its identity. A
measurement of a characteristic is a question of individuality, not a question over its point of
origin. Characteristics are measured by the distinctness of an individual - by their individuality.
Therefore, it would not be an exaggeration to say that a judgment of whether something is
‘Korean’ depends on that something’s distinct characteristics, not its origins. This is not to say
that the origin is not important, only that the origin cannot become the standard for judging its
identity. If one continues to dig into the origins of Korean music, one may end up at the not-so-
funny conclusion that the music of Japan may have originated from the music of the Baekje

Kingdom long ago.

Of the four major genres which represented the popular music of Korea during the
Japanese colonial period, trot and jazz songs took their melodies from foreign musical influences.
And yet, most of these songs had Korean lyrics written by Korean lyricists. The Korean language
is one essential feature used to distinguish Koreans from other ethnic groups. In that sense, by
analyzing works written in Korean, one can reveal what defines Korean identity. This is the

reason why this book focuses on the lyrics of popular songs, despite popular songs being works
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that combine a melody and lyrics. The lyrics of most trot and jazz songs were written by Korean
lyricists. Therefore, while they may be popular songs created with influences from foreign music,

they nonetheless possess the qualities of Korean identity.

For example, “The Ruins of Whangsung” is considered a popular trot genre song from
this period, and its melody took its influences from Japanese enka. But as mentioned before,
despite using a ‘minor scale with no 4th and 7th’, the song uses a triple meter which may be
considered the most commonly used meter in traditional Korean music. The commonly used
meter in Japanese songs is a duple meter, while the commonly used meter in traditional Korean
music is a triple meter, so to write “The Ruins of Whangsung” using a triple meter means that an
attempt to hybridize trot with what traditional Korean styles was already taking place, regardless
of whether it was by intention or not. At the very least, the Korean music industry did not just
blindly embrace the yuhaengga of Japan. This becomes more evident when you observe the

lyrics.

When night falls on the land where the old castle once stood, the moonlight shines
silently

As if recounting the unspoken sorrows of what has fallen to ruin

Ah, the lonely traveler endures a restless night

Hearing the mourning cries of the insects, tears well up in their eyes

The old castle has crumbled down to nothing, only the weeds grow green
As if recounting the futility of this world
Ah, how pitiful am I, what am I searching for

Helplessly wandering a path of lost, empty dreams
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I will walk on endlessly, upon this path where my feet tread
Over mountains and across waters, wandering aimlessly
Ah, carrying these countless burdens in my heart

This soul will depart on the flowing stream, so farewell, old ruins

Sung by Yi Aerisu, written by Wang P'yong, composed by Chon Surin, “The Ruins of

Whangsung” (Victor 49125-A, released 1932)

“The Ruins of Whangsung”, written by Wang P'yong, depicts the sorrows of an aimless,
wandering traveler. It’s believed that ‘the ruins of Whangsung’ mentioned in the first verse refers
to Manwoldae, known as the main palace in the capital city of Kaesong during the Goryeo
Dynasty, although it is difficult to know for certain. What is more important is not where ‘the
ruins of Whangsung’ refers to exactly, but that the place has now become a ruin with only the
moonlight shining silently upon it. Standing on the ruins, the narrator experiences deep feelings
of solitude and futility, pitying the fate of the weary traveler that has befallen him. Eventually, the
narrator decides to continue wandering aimlessly where his feet will take him, carrying the
countless burdens in his heart, and bids the ruins farewell. It can be said that the traveling narrator
in “The Ruins of Whangsung” symbolizes the Korean people of this period. To those people who
were forced to migrate to Manchuria or Northern Kando after losing their homes and their
country during the Japanese colonial period, the lyrics to “The Ruins of Whangsung” likely
resonated as words that spoke for their own sorrows. This was why the people showed such
fervent enthusiasm upon the release of “The Ruins of Whangsung”, and also why they shed tears

upon hearing it in the theaters.
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Studying the lyrics of “The Ruins of Whangsung”, Lee Young-mee wrote, “The narrator’s
fixation over a dynasty long gone can only end in tears and mourning, because nothing can
remedy the yearning for what no longer exists”. A yearning for the long-gone days, which may be
considered a form of medievalism, arises impulsively out of a dissatisfaction with one’s reality in
the present and manifests as a means of rejecting that reality and relieving one’s internal strife by
pursuing an alternate reality. This form of medievalism is frequently found in works of art and
literature and may be assigned positive meaning as a form of overcoming the confines of reality.
From this point of view, the narrator’s longing for the old dynasty can be read as an effort to
overcome the pitiful reality of his situation. Furthermore, the longing experienced by the narrator
in “The Ruins of Whangsung” does not stop with tears and mourning. The lyrics also capture an
expression of the narrator’s will when he bids farewell to the ruins and depart ‘upon this path
where my feet tread’. This figurative image of the narrator departing after laying down his
sorrows takes on a philosophical tone. It is an image that resonated with the masses of this time,

resulting in the widespread success of “The Ruins of Whangsung”.

As shown, “The Ruins of Whangsung” was a song with lyrics written by a Korean lyricist
which reflected the sentiments harbored by the Korean people of this time. Overlooking the
meaning and value that the lyrics carry in their reflection of such sentiments and simply rejecting
“The Ruins of Whangsung” because its musical scale resembles Japanese enka styles poses a
serious predicament. Moreover, when assessed from the fact that “The Ruins of Whangsung”
resonated strongly with many Koreans during the period of Japanese colonial rule and offered
them solace, not to mention that it is a song still enjoyed by people today, it would not be wise to

downright denounce the value of this song.

In conclusion, problematizing the identity of trot simply based on the reasoning that its

tune and melody resembles that of Japanese enka is not very convincing. Considering that the
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lyrics of trot were primarily written by Korean lyricists, it is inevitable that these songs reflected
the sentiments of the Korean people at the time. Collective sentiment cannot be transplanted
easily into a society. Not to mention, the popular music industry of Korea during the Japanese
colonial period operated under the rules of commerce, which meant that record companies were
concerned with producing albums that could sell. The albums that sold the most copies would be
those that won the favor of the masses. That favor could not be won through pressure or force.

When a song by some means moves the heart, it has won the favor of the masses.

If so, then how did the Korean masses embrace the popular songs of the Japanese
colonial period? Let us look in detail at the masses of this time and the ways that they embraced

popular music.

* Close Examination: Gisaeng Became Popular Singers?

‘Gisaeng’ held a special status in Korea even before the era of recorded music as female
vocal performers and entertainers. This is evident from the fact that a gisaeng recorded the song
that became the very first Korean commercial record. Because gisaeng were already regarded as
vocal performers who had received systematic training, they were able to earn a leading position
in the recording industry from its onset. Singers today receive around 2~3 years of training before
their debut to be regarded as trained in their art. Singer BoA, who is called ‘The Flower of Asia’,
debuted after 3 years of intensive training, and it was this training that allowed her to rise up the
ranks as one of the most famous Korean singers of today.

Gisaeng were people who completed years of training in their guilds or in schools.

Because they were already well-trained in singing, dancing, and in various instruments, they
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could participate in recording songs without much need for additional training or practice. For
this reason, the gisaeng played an important role in the early days of the recording industry.
Notably, gisaeng were major contributors in recording traditional songs as well as remake songs
like “I P'ungjin Sesangiil [In These Wind-Blown Times]” (composed by Jeremiah Ingalls, sung by
Kim Sanwol - Do Wolsaek, Nitchku K547B, released September, 1925). Singers known for
recording remake songs included Kim Sanwdl, Do Wolsaek, Pak Ch'aeson, and Yi Ryu-saek. An
interesting point of observation here is that these singers used traditional vocalization methods
when singing remake songs. But while some gisaeng participatde in the recording of remake
songs, most gisaeng considered traditional songs their area of expertise and primarily recorded
traditional songs, making it difficult to call the gisaeng ‘popular singers’ in the standard sense.

If so, who was the very first gisaeng to enter Korea’s recording industry as a popular
singer? Until the early 1930s, actors rather than gisaeng occupied the title of popular singers.
During this time, gisaeng were regarded as singers of traditional songs, while actors were
regarded as singers of popular songs. It wasn’t until 1933 that an opportunity for a gisaeng to
enter the popular music market as a popular singer arose. History will remember Wang Subok and

Ch'oe Myongchu as the first gisaeng to enter the popular music market.

Wang Subok and Ch'oe Myongchu, two gisaeng from the Kisong [present day
Pyeongyang] School for Gisaeng, will be departing from Pyeongyang Station by train on
the thirtieth at 3 o’clock in the afternoon to Tokyo, after receiving an invite from the
Tokyo Columbia Record Company to record vocal songs from Joseon. The following
songs have been selected for the recording. Because they have been specially chosen
among countless gisaeng as the first gisaeng from Pyeongyang to record music on a

record album, record fans are showing great interest and anticipation.
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The above is an excerpt from an issue of the Maeil Sinbo published on May 27, 1933. In
May of 1933, Columbia selected Wang Subok and Ch'oe Myongchu out of countless gisaeng to
record popular songs, and this instance paved the way for gisaeng to enter the popular music
market. In fact, Wang Subok was so popular during the mid-1930s that she received the greatest
number of votes in a popularity poll run by a magazine. The magazines of this time also called
Wang Subok the first gisaeng to enter the popular music market, commenting, “Wang Subok is
probably the first singer from a purely gisaeng background to enter the recording industry”. With
Wang Subok at the head, gisaeng including Sonu Ilson, Kim Pokhtii, Yi Hwaja, Yi fan'a, Kim
Insook, Ch'oe Yonyon, Kim Yonwol, Ch'oe Ch'angson, and Han Chongok were active as popular

singers.

Why did the gisaeng, trained in traditional singing techniques, enter the popular music
market? Among the many reasons, one was that record producers who sought out talented singers
made efforts to bring gisaeng into the industry. By the late 1930s, people wishing to become
singers came knocking on the doors of recording companies season after season, but this did not
mean that it was easy to find talented singers. Besides, the masses were always eager for
something novel. It was only natural that gisaeng, who were both talented and beautiful, caught
the eyes of record producers furiously searching for talented singers who could meet the public’s

demand for novelty.

Second, the explosive popularity of sinminyo in the mid-1930s also contributed to the
entry of gisaeng in the popular music market. Sinminyo were popular songs which inherited the
styles of traditional songs. As a result, sinminyo derived melodies, tones, thythm, and scales from
the traditional minyo of Korea’s central and western provinces. To properly sing sinminyo, a

singer had to be versed in traditional vocalization techniques. Gisaeng, trained in traditional
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vocalization techniques for years in gisaeng schools, were naturally adept in singing sinminyo.
When the demand for sinminyo increased in the 1930s, the gisaeng, who were the most adept at
singing these songs, were able to enter the popular music market easily. But upon their entry into
the market, the gisaeng did not stop with the sinminyo genre. Wang Subok, the first gisaeng to
enter the popular music market and the most popular singer of her time in the mid-1930s,
primarily sang in the trot genre. Like Wang Subok, many gisaeng demonstrated talent not only in

traditional song genres, but in popular genres as well.

How did the Korean public react to gisaeng becoming popular singers? A look at the
following conversations between record producers of the era sheds some light onto the
perceptions held by the public around this time. When asked questions such as ‘When will the era
of gisaeng singers end?’ and ‘Is it possible to separate gisaeng singers from record albums?’,

representatives of each of the major record companies gave the following answers.

Kim Niingin: If you look at the history of gisaeng in Joseon, there have been numerous
great poets and great painters of gisaeng backgrounds, so why not singers? From that
point of view, I believe that gisaeng singers will continue to thrive. But the fact that
gisaeng singers make up an overwhelming majority of singers in the recording industry
of Joseon today should rightly be considered a transient phenomenon. A time will arrive
when singers trained in professional music schools will lay down their pride and
courageously seize for themselves a place in this industry, and when their popularity
surpasses that of gisaeng singers (this will cause a great problem). The strange

phenomenon will then meet its end.
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Pak Yongho: Unless a law is passed stating that only female singers educated in formal
music schools can become popular singers, there will be no problem with gisaeng
singers. If you think about it, the vocalization styles of today’s gisaeng may end up

creating a new type of songs in the future.

Min Hyosik: Their era will continue with the era of record albums. There is no need to

separate gisaeng from record albums.

Yi Ilmin: Gisaeng singers are efficient and convenient, so I believe they will continue to

thrive in this market for the time being.

Yi Soku: For the time being, people will not be able to ignore the prominence of gisaeng

singers.

Wang P'yong: To put it simply, gisaeng singers will be useful until the time comes, when
musicians with a formal background in music, who are based in the technical knowledge
of Western music, also train and study in the vocalization and intonation techniques of
our traditional music and master these arts. That is because yuhaengga may be songs with

a Western accompaniment, but the vocalization style and the mood come from the minyo

of this land.
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Yi Hayun: Inheriting the traditional styles of our traditional minyo, gisaeng singers fully
understand the words and mood of songs with a strong traditional color and are capable
of singing them with great skill, so how can we and the recording industry forsake them?

Our only task is to search for singers who can sing the songs of our land.

The above excerpt is from the December 1936 issue of the magazine Sahaegongnon.
Record producers of this period admitted that it was a strange phenomenon for gisaeng singers to
make up an overwhelming majority of all popular female singers in the industry, but they also
acknowledged that the entry of gisaeng singers into the market and their favorability with the

masses was inevitable.

First, record producers preferred gisaeng singers because they were popular among the
masses. The popularity of singers is directly linked to a record company’s profits, and so the
popularity of gisaeng singers could not be ignored. Record producers could not help but show a

preference toward popular gisaeng singers.

Second, gisaeng singers had the advantage of being efficient and convenient. Gisaeng,
who were trained and practiced in music during their education in gisaeng schools, were not only
efficient, but record producers could easily come in contact with gisaeng because they were

affiliated with gisaeng schools.

But the most significant perception that record producers held about gisaeng singers was
that they acknowledged gisaeng singers for their talents in traditional vocalization and intonation
techniques, regarding them as the most capable entertainers for commercializing these
techniques. As noted by Wang P'yong and Yi Hayun, popular songs follow the vocalization styles

and mood of minyo, and the gisaeng had not only inherited the traditional style of minyo and
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specialized in those techniques but were also capable of understanding the words and mood of
these songs, singing them with great skill. It was only natural that record producers and the

masses favored gisaeng singers. Gisaeng singers from Pyeongyang were particularly popular.

It is not such a strange phenomenon that more musicians are from Pyeongyang than any
other region. In other words, for today’s businessman, it only makes sense that gisaeng
from Pyeongyang, educated in the long-established arts of performing music which
reflects the sentiments of our pathos, are the first to awaken an eye for business for their
own profit. Now, naturally, gisaeng must have pretty faces. Without a pretty face, they
would not have become a gisaeng in the first place. That is why today, as a capitalist
product intended for release in the market, businessmen choose gisaeng to become record
album singers, not only because they come from a traditional music background, but

because they are in fact quite good and skilled.

Gisaeng singers were favored by record producers during this period due to their
commercial value. Record producers especially favored gisaeng from Pyeongyang, who had
inherited the traditional sentiment of grief in their singing styles and were also beautiful in
appearance. As a result, Korea’s gisaeng singers of the first half of the 20™ century were popular

entertainers and stars, loved by the public for their exceptional talents and beauty.
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