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Delivering Korean Musical
Elements to the West:

the Informed Innovation of
Kim Jin Hi's “Living Tones"

Jocelyn Clark Professor, Pai Chai University

In 1991, after I returned to the U.S. from 15 months in China that culminated in study-
ing guzheng and calligraphy at Nanjing Academy of Arts, I began commuting every
weekend from where I was completing the last year of my undergraduate degree in East
Asian Studies at Wesleyan University, to New York City to continue my guzheng stud-
ies with the composer and zheng player Wang Changyuan. Back at Wesleyan, I also
continued studying Japanese kofo as I had since my freshman year. As a sophomore, I
had once encountered the gayageum, the instrument that would later become central
to my life’s work, but T had not yet entered that realm. In my final year at Wesleyan, I was
busy applying for post-graduate fellowships, when my koto teacher told me I should

contact the composer and geomungo player Kim Jin Hi.

Kim wrote a letter introducing me to Yi Seung-ryeol, the Director of what is now called
the National Gugak Center. Her words hit the mark and I was awarded a scholarship. I
have always felt eternal gratitude to her for advocating for me at such a pivotal juncture
in my life’s journey. About a year into my gayageum studies, I met Kim again in Seoul in
1993 when she came to the Pan Music Festival. Kim played No World Improvisations at
the Center, where she also introduced her electric janggu. (She had already introduced
her electric geomungo in 1989.) I remember the excitement I felt at the concert. Howev-
er, at that time, while I was in Korea to study the country’s musical traditions, I did not
yet know enough to really understand what Kim had accomplished and how ground-
breaking her work was in the Korean context.

T'was still in Seoulin 1994/95 when Kim and Joseph Celli started the summer program
for foreigners at the Center, and I got to know her a little better. Imoved back to the US.
for a few years to go to graduate school, where I picked up her album KomunGuitar and
went to see her play at Wellesley College and at the Asia Society in New York. It was not
until 2016 that we would meet again in person when Kim was invited to the Jeonju Sori
Festival in conjunction with the International Society for Improvised Music confer-
ence where I'was also presenting a paper.

Duringall this, I thought of Kim mostly as an improvisor. I was aware she studied with
the great American composers and that her career in America took off early when the
Kronos Quartet commissioned Linking. I had even written about her Sanjo Ecstasy,
which she played with my gayageum teacher Ji Aeri at the Jeonju Sanjo Festival in 2003,
But I still did not understand her as a composer. It would be during COVID-19 when
I found myself writing about her again that my eyes and ears (and heart) would be
opened wide by her A Ritual for Covid-19 in memory of the more than seven million
souls who left the realm of our world during the pandemic. Inspired by the shamanic
ssitgimgut ritual, Kim’s Ritual was intended to purify the deceased’s spirits. The perfor-
mance poignantly articulated the enormous tragedy, grieving, praying, and, finally,
purification, while rebuking the anti-Asian bias that had arisen in America during the
pandemic period.

Now that she has published her memoir Duality of Ancient Korean Roots and Western
New Music and released her life’s work The Jin Hi Kim Collection in a nine CD boxset
with 52 tracks (ten hours!), I feel that, for the first time in my life, I have sufficient ex-
perience with Korean traditional music (and the American new music scene) to fully
appreciate what it is Kim has done and is doing as a composer—in both the American

and Korean contexts.
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It is one thing to read words as a scholar, and another to come to a deep understanding
of the meaning behind the words. I was in my 20s when I first heard Kim articulate her
compositional concept “Living Tones.” Back then, I might have conflated her approach
with Yun Isang’s “Haupttone.” But, because Yun was never a player of Korean instru-
ments, Kim's “Living Tones” reaches deeper. I say this because only after almost three
decades of playing gayageum, have I started to be able to embody all that nonghyeon (lit.
“string play”) requires. Historically, nonghyeon has been translated into English as vibra-
to. But it is much more than that. It is playing with pressure on each string adding gi—
energy—to an otherwise ‘dead” note (the sound of an “open string”). Kim’s “Living
Tones,” her interpretation and expression of Korean tone quality, forms the conceptual
basis of her unique compositional method. In her works, each tone embodies its own
individual shape, sound, texture, vibrato, glissando, and expressive nuances and dy-
namics. “Its philosophical mandate is from Buddhism,” she explains, “a reverence for
the ‘life’ of tones, including the color and nuance articulated from shamanic expres-
sion.”

In her memoir, Kim recalls how, during the 20th century, most Korean composers fol-
lowed Yun Isang to Germany and came back composing German-style music in which
Korean flavor was “very subtle” Their intention was to create new sounds for Korean
instruments with Western influences. She writes, “My intent was to create new sounds
for Western instruments with Korean attitude. ... Their attempt was to get the result
by performing on both Korean and Western instruments themselves. My attempt was
to collaborate with Korean and Western musicians and get the result from each side
of the contributions to the performance.” She continues, “To me, ‘Living Tones’ is a
method by which I can deliver Korean musical elements to the West” Her memoir and
recordings—an archive of work held by Wesleyan University—reveal Kim Jin Hi as a
composer who did exactly that—change the terms of the exchange. Now, well into my

own journey, I finally understand what she has been saying from the beginning.
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Seoul’s Railways:
A Portrait of the East Asian Megacity
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Like many formerly colonized countries, railways in Korea were the
spearhead of colonialism. Every attempt by the Korean Empire to build its
own railways failed, and the core rail network was ultimately constructed
under Japanese imperialism to use Korea as a strategic bridge to the conti-
nent. Railways were both the centerpiece and the practical instrument of
colonial rule. Even in Seoul today, three of the four bridges that make up
the Hangang Railway Bridge, as well as Seoul Station—which marks its
100th anniversary this year—are products of Japanese colonialism.
Moreover, Korea’s rapid economic growth was achieved alongside the
expansion of expressways. The catalyst that transformed the southeast-
ern farmlands of Seoul into the new urban center of Gangnam was the
Gyeongbu Expressway, which opened in 1970. Beginning with that
road, Korea’s expressway network surpassed the railway network in
length within a single generation and, even now in 2026, remains more
than 20 percent longer. This is a phenomenon unseen even among oth-
er major automobile-oriented countries.

Meanwhile, railways in the Seoul metropolitan area and across Korea
remained largely stagnant. After surpassing 3,000 kilometers of na-
tional operating track in 1961, it took another 61 years to exceed 4,000
kilometers. The metropolitan commuter rail network has yet to reach
1,000 kilometers, even 52 years after its launch in 1974. The gap was
filled by the urban rail system built by the Seoul Metropolitan Gov-
ernment. The first-generation network, consisting of Lines 1 through
4, was built between 1974 and 1985 during Seoul’s explosive growth
period. The second-generation network, consisting of Lines S through

8, was constructed in the 1990s as Korea entered middle-income status
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and Seoul’s population growth began to plateau. In the 21st century, a
third-generation network, centered on Line 9 and the light rail lines,
was added. Thanks to sustained investment, Seoul’s urban rail network
is now nearly twice aslong as its urban expressway network.

However, because urban rail lines stop frequently to connect neighbor-
hoods evenly throughout the city, they are far too slow to effectively
serve either the metropolitan network linking Seoul with its satellite
cities or the national network connecting Seoul with major cities
across the country. Yet in the era of expressways, as competition with
automobiles intensified, metropolitan and national rail networks be-
came structurally prone to long-term deficits. Although only the state
could build such networks, the government largely abandoned railway
development during the high-growth decades of the late 20th century.
Consequently, Seoul's metropolitan and national rail systems remain
less developed than its urban rail network.

For example, trains traveling between Seoul and most parts of the coun-
try departed from and arrived at Seoul Station for nearly a century. This
remained true until the introduction of high-speed rail in the 21st centu-
ry. Even today, Seoul Station’s status is irreplaceable. The combined scale
of all other terminal stations is smaller than that of Seoul Station alone.
Furthermore, valuable inner-city rail infrastructure was sometimes sacri-
ficed, as seen when Seongdong Station (located near today’s Jegi-dong)
on the Gyeongchun Line was abolished in 1971. The metropolitan rail
network also fell short of expectations. Even in the first-generation new
towns, built 20 to 30 kilometers from central Seoul and requiring express
services to the city center, only all-stop trains were operated, identical to
the urban rail lines. This was because neither quadruple-tracks nor even

adequate passing tracks could be secured.
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These shortcomings become even more

' apparent when contrasted with other
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CER R megacities. Compared with older meg-
acities that have longer development
histories, Seoul’s capacity to handle na-
tional rail services is significantly lower.

London has 11 stations comparable

to Seoul Station (with its 15 platforms
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has 7, and Moscow has 9. In Chinese megacities, many of which began
expanding their rail networks later than Seoul, major stations have been
established in each cardinal direction, and many possess nearly twice
the number of platforms and mainline tracks available at Seoul Station.
The contrast is equally striking in metropolitan rail networks. Tokyo has
37 double-track railways crossing its boundary and connecting the sub-
urbs with the city center, roughly twice Seoul’s 18 as 0f2019. London
has 53 such corridors, nearly three times Seoul’s number.

To better understand these differences, I collected relevant data and de-
veloped an index system to enable comparison among the rail networks
of approximately 50 megacities worldwide, including Seoul. Think of it
as treating each city as one of 50 students taking a course called “Rail-
ways,” and evaluating the scale and structure of their networks based
on the question of how well, and with what quality, they have built rail
connections at urban, metropolitan, and national levels, given their
respective conditions. In this “Megacity Railway Development Index,’
as 0f 2019, Seoul ranked roughly 20th. Metaphorically speaking, that is
equivalent toa B-minus grade.

Ahead of Seoul are the developed nations that have been building rail-
ways since the early 19th century, namely, the megacities of Europe and
Japan. Surrounding Seoul are the megacities of China and the United
States. China’s rail systems are expanding at an astonishing pace, while
many American megacities struggle to modernize railway infrastructure
that is more than a century old. Behind Seoul stand the giant cities of
India, South America, and Africa. Even at this very moment, enormous
populations are pouring into these cities, but the means of mobility re-
quired for these populations remain insufficient. While many cities con-
tinue to expand their rail networks incrementally, many others effectively
abandoned theirs, leaving them unused and giving them an F grade.
Looking at the landscapes of world megacities through the lens of rail-
ways allows us to roughly sketch not only Seoul’s past and present, but
also its future. Having acquired railways since the final year of the 19th
century and having secured a relatively generous standard-gauge track
for connections with continental networks, Seoul was in a less favorable
position than the imperial centers, China, or India, where railway net-
works were established from the early to mid-19th century. However,

it was in a better position than colonies in Africa and Southeast Asia,
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which acquired networks in the 20th century that were fragmented and
built quickly at low cost. Furthermore, thanks to the economic density
concentrated in Seoul, consistent investment in urban and metropoli—
tan rail proceeded even during the nationwide rapid growth era, when
railways were largely abandoned, laying the groundwork for citizens to
regard the railway as an indispensable means of mobility.

Upon these rail networks, Seoul’s 21st century is flourishing. For cen-
turies, the city maintained an overcrowded monocentric structure con-
centrated within the historic city walls. The opening of Line 2 created
the space for Seoul to evolve into a polycentric city. Railways enabled
not only major shifts in population and industry but also experiments
in lifestyle and culture. Since much of the younger generation lives
without cars, the spaces where these cultural experiments took place
naturally emerged around railway stations. In the 1990s, Generation
X culture made the Sinchon and Ewha areas shine along Line 2. In the
2000s, Millennial culture found its center in the Hongdae, Hapjeong,
and Sangsu area, reinforced by the opening of Line 6 in 2000. In the
2020s, the cultural energy of the MZ generation gathers in Seong-
su-dong, riding the Bundang Line, which connected with Line 2 in
2013. The cultural energy of the next generation will likewise flow along
the rail network and gather somewhere else in Seoul.

Every city possesses its own strengths and weaknesses. Justas an
ancient, long-standing tree bears many knots and asymmetries accu-
mulated over time, Seoul’s railway network has grown alongside the
city’s history and bears the marks of the many experiences accumulated
throughout its growth, much like the knots of an ancient tree. From the
end of the 20th century through the first quarter of the 21st century,
despite historical limitations and its reputation as a declining industry,
Seoul’s railway has steadily accumulated investment. It carved out its
own niche amid the powerful dominance of the automobile and pre-
vented the city from suffocating under the immense pressure of tens of
millions of daily commutes. Thanks to this accumulated rail network,
Seoul has become the only city in Korea to achieve reductions in green-
house gas emissions from the transportation sector. In the face of the
polycrisis confronting our cities, including climate change, if citizens
who continue to cherish and protect Seoul are to emerge, Seoul's rail-

way will be at the very foundation of that effort.
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