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Under Pressure:

The Flatlining ot “String Play”
[#3%] and the Curved Line [ 3]
in the 21st Century

Jocelyn Clark Professor, Pai Chai University

To play the bridged zithers of East Asia (the gayageum, the Chinese zheng, the Japanese
koto, the dan tranh from Vietnam and the yatga from Mongolia...) is a little bit like
playing rubber bands with your fingers. Pull tighter and the pitch rises. Because of the
bridges, known in Korea as wild goose feet (FER), by pushing instead of pulling you
can do alot to “play” with a pitch as it decays into silence after being plucked into exis-
tence. This vibrato—nonghyeon in Korean, literally, “string play”—contains multitudes:

entire countries, genres, and schools are encoded in one bend. A single pluck tells you

howlonga player has been playing, where they are from, what they listen to, even some-
thing of their personality. All of this lives not in the instrument itself but in the body of
the player—their heart, their muscles, their skin, their ears. It is what transforms the
instrument from a simple board with strings stretched over it, suspended by “bridges,’
into a national instrument capable of hosting its own gods and expressing the hearts of
a people at a certain moment in time. Materials matter, of course—paulownia, chest-
nut, silk, steel, tetron, ivory, tortoise shell, bamboo. . .. But what is housed in the body of
a player matters most.

I recently returned from Jindo, an island so thick with designated intangible heritage—
Jindo Arirang, Ganggangsullae, dasiraegi, ssitgimgut—that it was made the country’s
only “folk arts special district” They say you should not bother with the modest brag
in Jindo. Many of the famous historical Korean artists are from there, and the locals
are all better than you. Thus, last weekend, I was nervous to sing a Jeollanese song at
the National Namdo Gugak Center for a local audience with such well-seasoned ears.
After decades of practice, I mostly know how to make Jeollanese vibrato with my hands
on a string, but the deep, wide vocal vibrato required to sing Jindo Arirang—the same
voice that calls the dead home in Jindo’s ssitgimgut—that is another matter. I attempted
the gayageum byeongchang danga “Song of Youth” and came away more relieved to have
remembered all the classical Sino-Korean lines than proud of my vocal prowess.

While preparing, however, I found myself thinking about the vocal production of Jin-
do Arirang compared with the very different character of Bonjo Arirang, the “original”
familiar Gyeonggi/Seoul version, and about vibrato in general—how it reflects the dis-
position of a particular people in a particular place and how it seems to be slowly fading
from genres everywhere at once.

Last fall, at a conference in Nanjing, a friend invited a zheng (%) player to entertain us.
The young woman taped eight picks to the pads of her fingers. When I was studying
zheng in China in the early 90s, everyone played with three picks, all on the right hand,
leaving the other fingers bare to create softer timbres to the right of the bridges and,
on the left, to decorate the waning reverberation. That night in Nanjing, only the pin-
kies and the narrow crescent moon slivers of flesh between the picks and the young
woman’s fingernails were available to control the vibrato that “‘embroiders” the decay
of each plucked note. The aesthetics of the zheng have obviously changed since I was a
student. What my teachers called timbral nuance has given way to virtuosity that is fast,
contrapuntal, and harmonically Western. The elder calligrapher at the party that night

lamented the change bluntly—a man who has spent his life judging whether a line is
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alive. In Korean terms, there is a loss of sigimsae: reverence for the life of a single tone;
the respect owed to its particular bent shape as it arrives and leaves—shapes one also
finds in a dance like salpuri. The famous gayageum player, Ji Seongja, has a name for what
is left when a string sounds without the weight of a human hand shaping its diminuendo.
She calls it a ‘dead sound”—a string with no gi ($%).

This is not just a guoyue or gugak problem. A few years ago, on the American podcast
Rock Guitar Confidential, two guitar teachers discussed their students’ relationship with
vibrato, noting it “is not in their ears.” Their students listen to electronic music that does
not bend, and thus file bending under things the older generation does. The teachers
worried that a whole generation was about to grow up “not really sounding like hu-
mans’—more like people who fell down a flight of stairs with a MIDI controller.

On the European podcast Unboxing Women, two professional pop singers worked their
way toward the uncomfortable realization that vibrato, especially that of women, disap-
pears in studio recordings and then realized that live performance no longer offers any
real refuge either, with pop vocals now routinely tech-corrected onstage as well.
Autotune is worth thinking about as a predecessor to what we now call Al in that, once
each has established a model of correctness, it enforces it. A pitch becomes a point rath-
er than a path. The machine aims at a discrete target, snaps transitions into steps, and
reads oscillation around a center as deviation to be hauled back in. It recognizes vibrato
as error in need of correction. Each curved tone is pulled straight, dehumanizing the

sound.

The American composer Ken Ueno calls these “systems not built to hear us.” He uses

the example of the blues guitarist B.B. King, noting that “King’s bends ... do not simply

represent feeling—they perform it. And it’s that performative excess, that resistance to 2 6.

smooth representation, that Al struggles to recognize, let alone replicate.” The result is,

as he says, “plausible enough to pass as real but unmoored from lived experience’—a 1'1':-’2’1 .

reality ‘continuously recomposed in the image of its representations.” —
If, as the anthropologist Laurel Kendall says, it takes human agency to invite divine
presence into otherwise inanimate objects—to invite the spirits to dance upon the 1 2 .1 I °®

strings ofagayageum—human agency can also occasion their departure. In the age Of

artificial intelligence, as we begin to mistake the smooth even perfection of the machine

for the divine, the departure does not at first sound like a loss. It can sound like an in- =M € (o] |m | IE 1 ||- I “E
: 4Eiol2 BIEIE AlTKE ALk,

tune pop star, or the utterly benign Al-generated music at my coffee shop. But as the 16300?%736% ]300!121,00

© DH*L= Al 2 0=
spirits stop dancing on the strings, masters like Ji Seongja will always strain to hear in AA tAl- SH = q‘ A“ Hﬂ ] | iql
T : g] ' 2 4 NESSRIEHRUE 23, 22z Az gEolz Oliz 43t 2 TIoM™.
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those dead sounds the humans and the gods who have gone missing.
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Reading the City in the Alleys of Ssangmun-dong

20IM MSSAEFE 2SI AA
Yiseo Yoon Curator, Seoul Museum of History
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The Seoul Museum of History is an urban history museum. A museum that
reveals how the city of Seoul was built and how its people have lived within
it. It is the role of an urban museum not only to tell the stories of artifacts
from the past, but also to document the changes in the city’s appearance.
At the foundation of this work exists the Seoul Museum of History’s Seoul
Living Culture Research Project. Conducted for the first time in 2007 in
Bogwang-dong, Yongsan-gu, this project has continued for nearly 20 years
andis documenting47 districts throughout Seoul as of this year.

The research is conducted by examining an entire neighborhood. It in-
volves tracing the neighborhood’s roots through literature and old maps,
as well as sketching and taking measurements of streets and houses. Our
research team meets the residents in person to conduct interviews and
capture their vivid stories, while documenting the current environment
through photographs. The findings from different fields are not accu-
mulated separately, but are woven together into a single narrative. The
collected data, drawings, oral accounts, and photographs are published in
aresearch report the following year and are sometimes presented to the
public through exhibitions. The sites selected are either those with distinct
local characteristics or those anticipating major changes and facing the risk
of disappearance. In 2026, the neighborhood our team visited was Ssang-
mun-dong in Dobong-gu.

Ssangmun-dong is not an unfamiliar name, as you have likely heard of it
somewhere before. It is the very backdrop for Dooly the Little Dinosaur,
where Dooly floated down the Uicheon Stream and ended up living
in Gildong Go’s house as a freeloader; Reply 1988, which reminds us of
Deoksun’s house and the alleys; and Squid Game, where it appears as Gi-
hun Seong’s hometown. In these works, released in 1983,2015, and 2021,
respectively, the goal was to capture ‘ordinary Seoul” through the lens. This
makes one wonder: what does the real Ssangmun-dong, which highlights
‘ordinary Seoul,” actually look like?

Of course, there was the issue of timing. While Ssangmun-dong appears
frozen in time on screen, it is constantly changing in reality. With the urban
renewal projects—such as redevelopment and Moa Town—throughout
the neighborhood, the landscape of low-rise residential areas, built up over
decades, will soon change dramatically. Thus, there is not much time left to
collect the memories of the generation that experienced Ssangmun-dong’s

incorporation into Seoul in 1963. The need to document the alleys and the
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people who hold memories of them while they are still there. That is the
main reason our team was headed to Ssangmun-dong.

For a long time, Ssangmun-dong was considered an area on the out-
skirts of the city. During the Joseon Dynasty, it was a rural area belong-
ing to Haedeungchon-myeon in Yangju-mok, Gyeonggi-do, and with
the establishment of Changdong Station on the Gyeongwon Line in
1911, it became a gateway to Bukhansan Mountain and Dobongsan
Mountain. Its incorporation into Seongbuk-gu, Seoul, in 1963 marked
a turning point, and with the establishment of Dobong-gu in 1973, the
area acquired its own administrative boundaries. As the city expanded
rapidly, people who had been pushed out of the downtown area, or who
had come from all over the country—such as distant southern regions
and nearby northern Gyeonggi-do—flocked here to seek a livelihood.
Roads and houses were built where rice paddies and fields once stood.
According to some oral accounts, during a time when infrastructure
was inadequate, residents took matters into their own hands, building
roads and maintaining water and sewer systems in the face of a luke-
warm administration. In a way, these alleys are where neighbors relied
on one another and built the foundation of their lives together.

Our team met with long-time residents, market vendors, factory own-
ers, members of local civic groups, and young people who had recently
set up shops to listen to the stories of their lives. By going through old
newspapers, aerial photographs, administrative documents, and vintage
books, our goal is to locate the coordinates where these stories will be.
At the heart of this lies the work of collecting oral life histories. Official
records and data are generally preserved in the language of policies,
projects, and numbers. However, a neighborhoodss history is captured
in more detail in the memories of the first time one rented a room,
raising children, opening one’s shop, and the everyday life shared with
neighbors. Documenting the lives of ordinary people through their
own voices fills the gaps that written materials cannot, and it is also the
most important method the Seoul Living Culture Research has upheld
for nearly 20 years.

What did these alleys mean to people? Dobong-gu, where Ssang-
mun-dong is located, still maintains a thriving sock industry compared
to other areas; in a neighborhood where residential areas and factories

coexist, these alleys likely served as both the path to one’s home and the
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extension of one’s workplace.

Houses are an important element as well. Even after apartment com-
plexes were built, Ssangmun-dong remains as Seoul’s representative
low-rise, high-density neighborhood, densely packed with detached
houses, multi-family, and multi-unit houses. With residential areas
formed at different times and in different ways—such as along the riv-
erside, on hillsides, and in neatly zoned plots—the width and shape of
the alleys and the way the houses face the street vary from one section
to another. Within these alleys, brick houses built in the 1960s and
1970s, Western-style houses known as “French-style houses,” as well as
multi-family and multi-unit houses built in the 1980s and 1990s coex-
ist. The shapes of the roofs and staircases, as well as the styles of the gates
and fences, sometimes reflect the circumstances and trends of the era in
which the houses were built.

Unlike the real neighborhood, shaped by layers of diverse histories,
popular culture has portrayed Ssangmun-dong as “a neighborhood that
is Seoul, but does not feel like Seoul.” A stage filled with warmth and
a sense of community nostalgia. This is likely why there are residents
expressing their frustration that Ssangmun-dong is always portrayed as
a poor neighborhood. Because to them, Ssangmun-dong is a real place
where they are making a life for themselves, even at this very moment.
The neighborhood has been constantly changing. Apartment com-
plexes have been built among the low-rise houses, and streets with new
names such as “Ssangridan-gil” have emerged near Ssangmun Station.
Another goal of this research is to examine the gap between the images
created by the media and the reality the residents have lived through.
Most days of 20th-century Seoul unfolded not in palaces, but in alleys
like these. What the Seoul Living Culture Research aims to document
in Ssangmun-dong is not the nostalgic neighborhood seen on screen,
but the true face of “ordinary Seoul,” where people have settled down
and established their livelihoods. The goal is not to hold on to these
vanishing alleys, but to preserve what they meant to people, just as the
past has its own significance, and pass it on to the future. The research
will continue through December of this year, and the results will be
published in a report next summer, filling a small space in the memory
of Seoul. By then, we will likely be sharing the story of Ssangmun-dong

beyond the screen, once again.
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