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From the Plaza to the Riverside, Seoul Street Arts Festival 2026 at the Han River
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It is hot, but life goes on. We just take our walks a little

A S i S k carlier, or a little later. I recently returned from eight days
c ra p o y in Jeonju, where I study gayageum near the northeast

corner of the Gyeonggijeon Shrine. My walks with our

teacher Ji Seong-ja between lessons normally circle its

Jocelyn Clark Professor, Pai Chai University walled complex, but one morning we were in no hurry

and reached the entrance at that brief moment when the
doors were open but unguarded.

We slipped inside through the bamboo tunnels and sat
down under centuries-old thick-trunked zelkovas. It was
cool enough for mosquitoes to thrive, so we only lasted
through the first bites. On our way out, we were stopped
at the gate by an official. I let our teacher do her “just a
local grandma” schtick, even though she is an Intangible
Asset, while I pretended to be monolingual.

The next evening, our walk took us around the outside
of the wall. Long-needled pines overhang the western

section, along with “100-day reds” (“crepe myrtle” in En-

glish), their blossoms heralding fall even while the days still burn hot and scream with
cicadas. We have something similar in Alaska—fireweed. As its pink blossoms creep up
the stalk, fall slowly takes over from summer.

Our teacher and I sat down near the west gate on a bench carved from a giant granite
boulder. Even though it was dusk, the seat still radiated heat like a kiln sauna. After sit-
ting a while, we lay down across the stone in full view of the security cameras, head to
head, looking up at the darkening sky.

The clouds floated by, covering and uncovering a single point of light. Our teacher
asked if I thought it was a star. I considered other possibilities—a planet? satellite?
Those words are not in my Korean vocabulary, so I went with star. But only one shone
brightly enough to see.

“I miss seeing the silver river water,” I said aloud in Korean. The “Milky Way,” as we say
in English, was a regular sight in the night sky where I grew up in Alaska. It has been
four years since the first pictures came back from the James Webb Space Telescope,
and we now know the universe holds as many as two trillion galaxies. And yet the sky
over modern Korea is no longer the clean silver river water that still stretches so vividly
above my childhood home. It has actually gone milky. Just as we learn all this, humans
revolving around one of the 400 billion suns in the galaxy that is theirs have begun to
believe that they themselves are stars, that their water, muri johta, is good.

Ifit is hard to see the “Silver River” in Jeonju, it is impossible to find amid the bright
lights of Seoul. I have tried. There is a wall near my neighborhood that you can pick up
at Jahamun, the “purple mist” 47 gate, named after the haze at dawn and dusk—once a
natural mist, now fine dust particles and light pollution, less purple than yellow.

Just down the hill is the Yun Dong-ju Literature House. Yun (Ftsitk, 1917-1945) lived
nearby in 1941, the year he wrote of counting stars “on this hillside where so much star-
light has fallen” He died at twenty-seven in a prison cell in Japan. The museum’s second
chamber, the “Open Well,” was repurposed from an abandoned water tank. Visitors
stand at the bottom of the concrete void and look up at one square of sky.

Each frame the Webb Telescope sends back to earth is also a small square of sky. Piece
together enough of these and youd get something like a sky-sized jogakbo, the patch-
work wrapping cloth Korean women sew of scraps joined edge-to-edge with exposed
seams. On Chilseok (£4), the August night the Weaving Maid crosses the bridge built
by magpies and crows over the Silver River to her Ox Herder, girls sewing jogakbo once
gazed up and prayed to her—Jiknyeo (##%), weaver to the gods—for a steadier hand.

I'm not sure they ever thought of the sky and the cloth as separate things.
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Near the Open Well's inch of sky, in Buam-dong, lies the Whanki Museum. In the last e = e Jeist £ Q= CIRO|HE FHME 6t E2 A0 F
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bridge the ocean, painter Kim Whanki (4% 1913-1974) filled canvases with blue SHHAM MA| H& XS 22 |EH|Ct AlN|2 = AHl2lst
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My own dots are musical notes attached to moments and spaces spent with a teacher. _I | }7 _— I E

Mostly they are the moving ones of sanjo, so maybe they are more like the galaxies in
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Webb’s photographs, smeared into arcs by the mass in front bending light around it- X} C|RJO| LR E| Z2lE{Q} 0fE 7 K| CIFst ARRHO|
self—the nearer thing making the farther thing visible by warping . BtaHE! [25H+ME] ICIE] | AR Studio Kenn S X517 | I20{| 0= BHZ2o| Q&0 K| K| K| ko
Often translated in English as “scattered melodies,” the first sanjo was patched together SHL|Ct T AO|of|M 22 Of7HRP | =31 =35t R,
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3 3 Walk along the Han River. Bicycles pass by, and a breeze
I2lol| A 7 © 2 | |
O O 1o drifts across the water. Someone lies back on the grass,

%‘]_7]. 01~ x‘- = 7 1 while someone else chats with a friend. It is the familiar
1. O E f scenery of Seoul we see every day. But this autumn,

something strange stirs within that familiar landscape.

o N N =
x% E} E Oi\l ‘ﬁ_xi‘l 2026 Eight-meter-tall red giraffes stroll leisurely along the riv-

erside, while a hundred people gather to shout out their

oN

desires. An ordinary walking path becomes a perfor-

From the P]aza tO the mance venue, and a casual stroll becomes an encounter

with art.

RlverSIde The Seoul Street Arts Festival, which has long brought

citizens together around Seoul Plaza, moves to the Han

S eOUI Street Arts Fe Stival River in 2026. Taking place from September 19 to 20 at

R Ttukseom Hangang Park and Seoul Forest, Seoul Street

2026 at the I I an I e lver Arts Festival 2026 will present 62 performances of 20

works: nine international works from five countries and

11 Korean works to the public. The festival heads to the

SX|Lt MSESIRHC S RHEE Han River, a place where citizens live, rest, and find joy,
Jina Song Festival Production Team, SFAC

creating unexpected encounters with art in everyday life.

Here are five ways to experience the festival right at your

doorstep.

One: If You Want to Become Part of the
Performance

On Veut by Ktha Compagnie, which featured at the
Seoul Street Arts Festival 2023, returns this year on
an expanded scale. One hundred citizen performers,
prepared through prior workshops, take to the streets

alongside the artists. Rather than watching the perfor-

738wt A=t} A A7) A 1/]—7]-3_7 7= Q)= uf mance, citizens become performers themselves.

Zo]| T2} Fovh= Jopie) B8 Hy, ke Getting slapped nowhere, spilling bats at the Han River by

At} olopr|E et & Be }\1%9,] FAo|t} 1 gamjapia unfolds with citizens and bat experts setting

A 271 0] Q]&3t F7 o) 2 o| A3 Yo o) out together in search of bats, then moves to the festival

A}, 81|E =olo] Eo 7)o 7S ula)l 8-5-3] grounds, where audiences trace their path along the Han

ZAo)7}31, 100 2] A}&E0] Ko} Fol7l= sk}l Z2HE Yr} River. Coordinate 442831 by ust project takes the mem-
(SMRIS)

ories of participating citizens as its starting point. Par-

9’] 73_].1;]' Sié Hl:qx Els )1\1‘21']7\‘;.0] ;‘g— XO]—O] Q—T’—v }‘\—]-‘ZJ'JS}% }\] Intelligence Vegetal
|

O

<)o} by Project NALDA ticipants draw the homes they carry in their memories;

44
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those homes remain or disappear according to a system,
forming a map of memory that expands into the story
of a city. Citizens are not merely “people who come to
watch a show™—they become participants in the work,

creating their own scenes.

Twor If You Want to Experience the Festival
While Walking

By relocating to the Han River and Seoul Forest, the
festival draws even the surrounding landscape into the
performances. In PLANTAR by Chilean arts company
Colectivo Refugio, audiences carry plants and roam
Seoul Forest guided by audio narration. Behind the city
by IMOMENT invites audiences to explore the city
with an added layer of imagination. Shared Pathways by
Mano a Mana from Brazil transforms ordinary places
into spaces of circus and imagination, as if artists have
become travelers. There are no fixed seats, no towering
stage sets. The landscapes and scenes audiences absorb
as they walk become the grandest of stages, leading them

into yet another realm of imagination.

Three: If You Need Something
Extraordinary in Your Familiar Routine

Once art finds its way to the Han River, the Han River
is no longer the place we once knew. The most dramatic
spectacle is Les Girafes, Opérette animaliére by Compag-
nie OFF from France. Seven red giraffes, each eight
meters tall, stroll serenely along the Han River while a
diva’s voice soars overhead—this parade performance
transforms the ordinary Han River into a grand stage.
In Voyage, Marine Boy portrays the journey of a man in
search of his dream, transforming the Han River from an
everyday landscape into a site of adventure.

In Tancarville by French artist G. Bistaki, an ordinary

white sheet becomes at once laundry and ghost,

landscape and uncanny object. In Pocket Juggling by
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Les Girafes, Opérette animaliere
by Compagnie OFF
©Mathilde Decaux

Slovenian artist Undertree (Uro$ Marolt), everyday ob-
jects—hands, balls, pockets—and small habits become
alanguage of surprise and rhythm.

Unspoken Duties by MOMURO SALON begins with a
bold premise: an air raid shelter has fallen into the Han
River. As the repetitive everyday lives of ordinary adults
unfold on stage, audiences find themselves looking
anew at their own lives through the lens of human rela-
tionships and the gaze of others.

Meanwhile, Seoul Forest transforms into a musical
stage. The collaborative program “Seoul Stage in Au-
tumn Festa” presents a “Musical Gala Concert,” bringing
together the stars of Korean musical theater, and a “Uni-
versity Musical Concert,” featuring students who dream
of becoming the next generation of musical stars, all on
an outdoor stage in Seoul Forest. It is a moment where
the park meets musical theater and is reborn as a stage.
Artencountered in daily life makes us see anew the spac-
es we so easily overlook and makes us look differently
at ordinary objects and routines. Even after the perfor-
mances are over, walking the same path will reveal things

thatlook a little different from yesterday.

Four: If You Want to Look at People—and at
Yourself

The towering giraffes and unfamiliar movements leave
strong impressions, but they ultimately pass away. What
lingers long after is the story of people. 52Hz by Korea
Traditional Performing Arts Troupe “The GWANG-
DAE’ delivers the message as solitary modern individu-
als find one another and come together with the warmth
and wit of traditional performing arts. International
works share the same spirit. Jamais en retraite by Com-
pagnie Zania from France warmly portrays the issues of
aging and friendship in our society through circus.

Fish Introspection by French artist Nilda Martinez ex-

presses a range of emotional states through physical
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Jamais en retraite by Compagnie
Zania ©Anthony Krizmanic

movement on the Chinese pole. Lithuanian artist Agné

Muralyté poetically portrays human vulnerability in Je
mévanouis.

These works turn our gaze toward other people, and
ultimately toward ourselves. They invite us to confront
our own solitude and loneliness while bringing to mind
someone who is by our side. At some point, the story of
a stranger encountered on the street becomes our own
story. It becomes an intimate moment encountered in

the most open of spaces.

Five: If You Want to Cross the Boundaries of
Everyday Perception

The Han River and Seoul Forest are where city and
nature meet. The art unfolding here reaches beyond
the scenes in front of us, expanding into new ways of
seeing nature and sensing the city. Infelligence Vegetal by

Project NALDA uses aerial performance from the great
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Seoul Street Arts Festival
2026

September 19-20

Ttukseom Hangang Park &
Seoul Forest

For program details,

please visit ssaf.orkr

trees of the city to let audiences sense the connection
between earth, tree, forest, and human. Jajeon (Rota-
tion) by FORCE combines scientific imagination with
contemporary circus to present a sensory stage. In 231
Sketchbook by 231’s Show, ideas that once lived only on
paper and in drawings come alive as actual movement
and scene.

Vocal Space ‘Jogak NooN' by Liquid Sound deconstructs
and recombines traditional Korean vocal music, pre-
senting it with a contemporary sensibility. The work
explores how ancient sounds exist and are perceived in
modern outdoor spaces. The performance brings sound
into the open air, allowing the space itself to be perceived
anew through sound. Between nature and city, reality
and imagination, sound and space, audiences can sense,
connect, and expand across those boundaries.

This year brings further changes. Last year, there was an
event where audiences strolled along Cheonggyecheon
Stream to take in performances ; this year, visitors can
enjoy the festival by walking, cycling, or riding the Han
River Bus. Building on “Artrekking,” first introduced last
year, the festival will curate and introduce performances
according to different groups of festivalgoers this year.
When the festival is over, the Han River will look the
same as it always has. Cyclists will pass along the riv-
erside, and someone will be sitting on the grass with
a friend. But the way we look at that scene may have
shifted, just a little. We will find ourselves recalling the
red giraffes we met on an ordinary walk, remembering
the people we wandered with, and pausing to listen to
the trees and sounds we would usually pass without no-
tice. Perhaps that is what it means for a festival to enter
everyday life—a small change like that. This autumn,
the Seoul Street Arts Festival turns the Han River we
have always walked into a space for meeting one another
through art and for looking at the ordinary with fresh

eyes.
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