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PRECIOUS MELODIES
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South Korea’s traditional folk singers are

captivating audiences with an art that
is safeguarded as a national treasure
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Performances of
traditional Korean folk
singing, or pansori, can
last up to nine hours
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Song Soon-sub (below) practises
pansori for three hours every day
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Park Ae-lee (right)
and Lim Hyun-chul
deliver an emotional
performance
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ike a vintage wine, the rich
L baritone of Song Soon-sub is
improving with age. Singing
pansori, or traditional Korean folk
songs, for more than half a century,
the sprightly 73-year-old from Seoul
knows how to enthrall an audience. “I
forge a relationship with listeners each
time I perform,” he explains. “Then I
take them on an emotional journey.”
The reaction of the crowd can affect
the lyrics and mood of the singer dur-
ing performances, the longest of which
can last up to nine hours. As such, pan-
sori has developed into a form of folk
art that reflects the sorrows and joys of
man through satire and humour, with
a healthy dose of morality thrown in.
“Pansori was created in southwest
Korea’s Cheolla Province during the later

days of the Joseon Dynasty [1392-1910],”
says Yoo Young-dai, Artistic Director of
the Seoul-based National Changgeuk
Company of Korea. “A pansori story
tells of the sufferings and everyday lives
of commoners through song and body
language. One singer, or sorikkun, is
accompanied by a drummer, or gosu,
who beats a shallow barrel drum made
of pine and cowhide.”

Pansori singers undergo long and
rigorous training to master a wide
range of distinct vocal timbres and
memorise complex repertoires. “I prac-
tise three hours every day,” says Song.
“Each story that I know has taken two
to three years to learn and perfect.”

In the past pansori entertained every-
one from the Korean working classes to
nobility and royalty. But in the first half

of the 20th century it went into decline.
The Japanese occupation of Korea,
the rise of other entertainment and a
shortage of male singers were all
detrimental. Of the 12 original pansori
songs, seven have been lost forever.

In 1964, the South Korean govern-
ment designated pansori a National
Intangible Cultural Property, and in
2003 it was classified as an Intangible
Cultural Heritage treasure by UNESCO.
“A growing range of productions are
now accessible to Koreans and for-
eigners,” says Park Ae-lee, a renowned
pansori singer.

Park’s understudy, Kim Yul-hee,
typifies the upcoming generation of
pansori singers. “I want people to enjoy
the beautiful sounds of pansori for
years to come,” she says with a smile.
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