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A, K=goll 7l FEA] A gz AlE-9] Zol|A] Ste] HQ]rBTS‘)ﬂ A AL 18X o Practicing gayageum is one of my daily
U 252 =83t} S E= Tl tisl A AlA o A 2l =2 Anfshr] 9 n routines in Korea. I learned long ago that,
af) £33} B S o A= Sk Aglell B8k RS o] 017]'13]- T h e We I g ht o* ifT don't practice, I risk disrespecting my
e 22 7 HE-S dd ARlol] glo A MAAR] diFwst mdlo] vjs|rk= " teachers, audiences, and the traditions
= 89 O7hE A efok Btk FA) Fh A7 e vhokE 2w /b Arir ang. surrounding my instrument, the gaya-
FAlo] %E2] Bajo A & ofg]Foltt. ‘Aliens & of| 2 E0] HAPH BTS+= thek m geum. But, during my winter semester
3t ojg] At oA ‘FRE B ARES AUo] TS Lot Hodu) A= F rom Pra Ct Ice to break in Alaska, my fight with jet lag
o5 AA 8] e & S EHA & 5= ) A REA (and, this year, an injury), visits with fam-
A 2= A2 4/4 Bixp7F A8 A B35 A‘Z]Oi ol]|gnlA] 1 A gEo| Lo R S pe Ct a c I e ily and friends, and the endless battle to
BolERIT) @)= R1 0] WA RS v ol AA| gl A5 g o] B& 2 e free the sidewalk of snow crowd out the
AWAE=BTS 2214 7| 8215 0] 8= o] I A5 1 olgk= 3182 urgency I normally feel to practice. Dis-
2 9ol 227t %5’:‘%! AYAE Bt Y FHLS 3= 3 S SR Jocelyn Clark Professor, Pai Chai University tance from my practice routine, practice
S ol= AR S HE §lom o]= Ml e Aol = Fo| = of A sl space, and my normal instrument inevi-
U= Fof| grol 33 §]’T’:°ﬂ X&) Fdo] A AL ntell 2 Zeks AAH o= 7 tably leads to estrangement from sori, the
Al#l o] & A2 o 2 AGA 7= ,-_}u\ S B9t g wiAQl ‘walsl= living tones of Korean music.

O & = B3-S AU APl 4l E<a v ebl 2 W3] Holx]| gkl gk When I do return to the stage, I imme-
) AlE o] WS =X E duo A Z]Q BTS 9] 24 Foff updol] 2k gk = diately pay for my neglect. It takes time
Haotde] A/ 11-:_‘?149_ 2P AFAEL IS T o2 Y E HE to re-armor my fingers against rough silk
A3 7hdol| = Erekal At R ¥ who] 2.9 2 E W] Zv) A= A1EL strings and break through my instru-
o] g2 X+ E-’] ul-8-0| O]'ﬂ "'/'J'er Heltl= 7o) olyg} dlo]| B} Y= ment’s indifference to my return. My gay-
A7FAROI= Aol vl A A Z2 28 1A Halr o] AE]H A H] ageum “knows the score” and treats me
vk g Zolt) 7158 Solw 2717} 244l 9] gl ol A BTS S Fole] &< on stage like a long-ignored lover. There is little room for heartfelt connection between
Wl olo] o AU 0] L AlS A ST 11 ]38 o] FA] Hls=e A O]E]- me and an audience amid such domestic strife. Our long-held bond must be reestab-
ojl Brj= A2 W5l = 2mo o] Qx| ut g/l WX e By} Be) lished, the never-ending quest for sori renewed.

o st A H 717} 1 3 Q1o S Fofjgh= WEk| A 5714 8o A This year, as I was still wrestling with the physical demands of my instrument after my
=57V ol gA SZEAT = ol B AW E v L F A= AU L A winter hiatus, a different kind of comeback was unfolding in the heart of Seoul. On
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March 20, BTS returned to the stage at Gwanghwamun with a concert and album
titled Arirang. Perhaps out of guilt for having just fled the very neighborhood where the
concert was taking place, when I got home to Daejeon, I fired up my tablet to gaze at the
massive, live spectacle Netflix so effortlessly delivered to my apartment.

In the realm of Korea’s traditional music, Arirang stands as the song most familiar to
Koreans—across all borders. During the period of the Arirang registration war that
raged between China and South Korea at UNESCO in the early 2010s, I became more
familiar with Arirang’s history and iterations through editing the Arirang volume of the
National Gugak Center’s Korean Musicology Series (2012). The following year, I partici-
pated in composer Dr. Cecilia Kim's “Arirang, The New Waves” project, which she took
to Beijing and Hong Kong in a kind of victory lap after Korea prevailed over China in
securing Intangible Heritage registration rights to the song(s).

Arirang is not only plural but also amorphous. Rather than a single song in the 9-beat
semachi rhythm pattern, it embodies the country’s geographic and musical history. Ko-
rea has about 2,000 “pieces” and 50 “types” of Arirang songs from various regions. The
version of Arirang that today’s Koreans are used to hearing, and that BTS features, is
rooted in Seoul/ Gyeonggi and was arranged in 1926 in a “modern style” to accompany
Na Un-gyu’s film Arirang. Itis a 20th century movie soundtrack.

BTS has offered its own update. Official pre-release promotions announced BTS’s
Arirang as “blending traditional emotional depth with a modern global sound.” “This
isn't just a comeback; it’s a defining new era” “Are you ready for the ARIRANG era?,’
promoters asked. In his review, titled “Pimpin Ain’t Easy but K-Pop Makes it Look
Effortless,” Michael Hurt turned that question back on HYBE and BTS: ‘Are you?” He
went on to describe the event as “strip-mining” cultural roots for content to sell to a
global audience.

To carry deeply rooted oral traditions forward into our modern world requires the
paying of a toll that the global pop model is designed to bypass. The international stage
demands a version of Arirang that is light enough to travel, while the tradition itself is
defined by its rootedness. For instance, in the song ‘Aliens,” having mined enough raw
material to find flakes of jungmori gold among all the various rhythm patterns, BTS
might have incorporated the jangdan into the music so that we really could slowly clap
and groove to its ‘moderate drive.” Instead, western-style 4x4 time colonizes the album,
sucking into its vortex even Arirang itself. For me, name-checking an unembodied
traditional rhythm pattern in a song about being made to feel like a foreigner seems to

put a metaphorical Maraschino cherry on top of the whole canned whipped cream of

“traditional emotional depth” that BTSs promoters are claiming. None of my Korean
students knew what jungmori was before the concert, and they still don't now.

Athome, I watched as the Gwanghwamun concert systematically subordinated gugak
to visual spectacle to feed a global appetite. Opening with the “Gate of Transformative
Light” obscured by fog machines in a way set up the whole evening. The top notch
Seodo Minyo singers and instrumentalists from the National Gugak Center, situated
outside BTS's black framed stage on the “Moon Viewing Platform” from which King
Sejong once addressed the people, were the only singers to sing in Korean that night
but were not properly mic-ed or lit. Throughout, it felt to me like the young men’s
hearts weren't in a relationship with Arirang but on a first date arranged by HYBE and
by Netflix for the streaming service’s lucrative new K-pop Daemon Hunters-adjacent
global brand. This may be why Kim Do Heon, in the title of her review, described BTSs
Arirangas “Nota Comeback Album” but ‘A Distress Signal.”

There are many ways to disrespect the stage (any stage), but it most often boils down to
alack of seriousness and overestimation of what you think you know and can embody.
In the context of the Korean stage, to hold the Arirang mic—the most prominent am-
plifier of Korea’s national music traditions—can be a heavy lift.

For an hour, standing on the site of Joseon Kings, supported by the state and plat-
formed by Netflix, BTS occupied the space of gugak— [ 4%—the music of the nation.
But the Arirang they were trying to leverage—the traditional Arirang found in the
slow, unglamorous clearing of the 10 li snowy path over and over again until your feet
hurt—was hard to find. True “traditional emotional depth” resides not in frictionless
talk of jungmori and a single eolssu, but in callouses formed and lost and re-formed and
in rhythms played repeatedly until the brain and heart are rewired... true respect. Only

then will the whole world feel Arirang.
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Architecture and Nature Along the Han River

2= ojojo] HE7L TME S UE, XA
Ulf Meyer Architect, Author of the Seoul: Architecture Guide
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When South Korea experienced its great economic rise, this phenom-
enon became known as the “Miracle on the Han River” In fact, the Han
river is the site of many interesting buildings and places. While they are
not miracles per se, they do form a necklace of attractions that features
highlights of Seoul’'s metropolitan architecture together with sites to
experience and enjoy nature and wildlife. The mighty Han River, one of
the “Four great Waterways” of Korea, makes Seoul one of the few major
metropolises in the world with a wide river running through its center:
In many spots it is more than one kilometer wide and 32 bridges span
the distance.

One of the most recognizable icons of modern architecture along the
banks of the Han (“han” means “great”), is the shimmering golden
“63-City” in Yeongdeungpo-gu. It was designed by the famous Amer-
ican architectural office of Skidmore, Owings and Merrill (SOM) and
completed in 1985. It is one of the best known skyscrapers in Seoul,
not least because it looks like a giant gold bar. It is also nicknamed the
“golden tooth.” The tower is famous for its prime location on Yeouido
Island, overlooking the Han River, but also because ofits height of 249
meters, making it the tallest building outside North America and Ko-
rea’s tallest until the Hyperion Tower surpassed it in 2003. The name
of the building refers to its 63 stories. The tower was completed in time
for the 1988 Summer Olympic Games Seoul, held a little upstream
along the Han River. The tower serves as the headquarters of insurance
companies and Banks. The 58th and 59th floor feature restaurants and
the 60th floor houses an observation deck that allows visitors to see as
far as Incheon on clear days. Glass elevators along the Southern short
side of the tower enable passengers to view the city as they ride up. The
lower floors house a mall, an IMAX Theater, aquarium, convention
center and banquet hall. The unique shape is created because the low-
er floors are wider than the upper ones, creating a gentle “skirt™like
shape.

Not far away, from the Golden Tooth, the striking blue dome of the
National Assembly Building can be seen in Yeongdeungpo-gu. It
was Chungup Kim, Joungsu Kim, Kwangnho Lee and Youngbae
Ahn, who designed this building of national importance in 1975. It
is the seat of the legislative branch of government. Previously, the

government used the General-Government Building, a remnant from
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Japanese colonial times. With its 24 massive granite pillars and white
exterior, the building visually dominates its neighborhood. It is the
largest national assembly building in Asia. The building was an anchor
for the urban development of Yeouido. The interior centers around
the Rotunda Hall with the two main assembly halls on either side.
A walking area with benches alongside the River becomes popular
in spring, because it is lined with cherry trees. The Han is lined with
walkways, bicycle paths, public parks with willows and locust trees.
Poplar, Eastern cottonwood, lacebark elm, pin oak, birch. Around
70 species live in the Han River, including water deer, raccoon dogs,
moles, otters, and lynx.

Further downstream on the Han River are the “Floating Islands” in
Banpo Hangang Park. The three are “the world’s biggest faux islands,’
tied to the mainland with 28 chains. The floating Island, near the
southern end of Banpo Bridge, are known as “Sebit Dungdungseom”
(“Three Floating Lantern Islands”). The flower-themed islets are called
Vista, Viva and Terra, the stages of a blooming flower: a seed, bud,
and blossom. Vista, the largest island, takes the form of a flower in full
bloom and is a venue for performances, conferences and exhibitions.
It is composed of layers of glass petals. and accommodates a hall for
plays, concerts and festivals. Vista has a restaurant, firefly garden and
observation deck. Viva looks like a flower bud and includes the Beat
Square, Youth Woods, restaurants and an outdoor dance space. This
island is characterized by an aluminum metal panel shell enclosed
with petals. The diagonal patterning of the shell emphasizes the move-
ment of the flower blooming. The smallest island, Terra, takes its form
of a seed and has water sports facilities and a garden, clubhouse, and
water slides that plunge into the river. The LED lights at night form the
theme of ‘gleaming light in the mist. As part of the Han River Renais-
sance, initiated by the Seoul Metropolitan Government, they stimulate
the river landscape. The islands float via pontoons. In order to main-
tain stability against the fluctuating water levels in the monsoon sea-
son, the islands incorporate an automated mooring system. The angle
and shape of the chains are controlled by Dynamic Positioning System
to ensure stability. The construction required prefabricating the struc-
ture on the riverbanks, then launching it in the river, like launching a

boat.
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Along the river, an important historical site can be found in the shape of
Jeoldusan Martyr’s Shrine in Hapjeong-dong, Mapo-gu, designed by
the famous architect Heetae Lee in 1967. The Jeoldusan (or “beheading
mountain”) is a rocky promontory overlooking the Han River. It once
served as a lighthouse for the ferries on the river. The Martyr’s shrine
dominates this hill next to Yanghwajin Foreigners’ Cemetery and is
considered to be He-tae Lee’s architectural masterpiece. The hill came
into use during the rule of the Daewon-gun in the late 1860s as a place
of execution, primarily of Koreans who had converted to the Catholic
faith. It was at this site that 8000 Catholics were tortured and killed
during the Byeonin Persecution in 1866. The memorial was built in
commemoration of the 100th anniversary. In 1984, Pope John Paul I
visited the site. This shrine was built to commemorate the tragedy and
a museum and memorial were added in 1967. The building contains a
church above the shrine shaped like a gat, a Korean hat made of bam-
boo and horsehair. The corners of the eaves curve downward, giving it
a characteristic silhouette. The chapel is designed to resemble a fan. A
belfry connects the church and adjacent museum, which is surrounded
by covered walkways held up by twin columns. The roof shape and the
exposed-concrete belfry with a circular cut-out add to the site’s topogra-
phy along the river.

A much more distant history is the theme of another interesting build-
ing along the river: The Baekje Museum in Olympic Park, Songpa-gu
was designed by Yongmi Kim in 2012 and features the history and cul-
ture of the Baekje Kingdom. It displays relics not only from the Baekje
Kingdom but also from the Goguryeo, Silla and other kingdoms that
occupied the Han River basin. The exterior is designed like a sailing ves-
sel to signify the maritime power of the ancient kingdom. The Baekje
kingdom developed its power by trading with China and Japan via the
Han River and the sea, thus the museum’s location by the river makes
sense. During the “Three Kingdoms period,” the fortunes of nations
were tied to the Han River basin for military and economic reasons.
The importance of the Han River stemmed from agriculture and secure
transportation for maritime trade with China. While the Han River no
longer plays a role in cargo transportation, in 2025, “river bus” began
servicing seven ferry piers while aggregate extraction excavated the riv-

erbed deep enough for larger tour boats.
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North Korean hand embroidery, silk threads on cotton, middle man, anxiety, censorship,ideology,
wooden frame, approx. 2200hrs /4 persons

250 X382cm

Private collection
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