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Early Studies on Josik(mode) of Korean Traditional Music in
North Korea —From late 1950s to 2000

Kim, Young-Woon*

As part of efforts to establish the characteristics of Korean traditional music, South Korean
musicologists have paid much attention to the studies of the tonal structure in both various
genres of traditional music and indigenous music that carries regional characteristics. It
naturally led to extensive academic discussions on the tonal structure of divers kinds of music
ranging from court music, pungnyubang music, muisc of professional musicians to local
music with regional taste. Likewise, study of tonal structure in traditional music has been
one of the major academic concerns for North Korean scholars and they actually started

their research on this topic focusing on folk songs from late 1950s.

With a purpose to expand the dimension of tonal structure study of Korean traditional
music, this paper reviews the history of tonal structure study carried out by North Korean
musicologists and their accomplishments and conducts comparative study on works by
scholars of South Korea and North Korea to find common or different features. Through
the study, this paper hopes to add depth to the academic perspective on this field. To this
end, this paper examines the process and results of academic research on tonal structure

of traditional music done in North Korea from late 1950s to 2000.

As a result, it is found that the studies of tonal structure in North Korea have mainly
been conducted on folk songs. The essential theory includes that the folk song is basically
in pentatonic josik(mode) comprising five representative kinds of josik(mode). Each
Jjosik(mode) is composed of combinations of tetrachords. Won Heung-Ryong and Lee

Chang-Gu, two major music scholars, are found to make significant contribution in the
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development of the theory.

It was also found that the purpose of the josik studies by North Korean musicologists
was to identify the unique characteristics of traditional music of Korean people as well as
to accumulate infrastructure basis with practical use for arranging traditional music or making

even new style of music.

However, the studies of folk song tonal structure in North korea have concentrated merely
on laying foundation on josik theory up until the year of 2000. Though some effort to
discover the local characteristics of folk songs was made as seen in the academic attempt
by Han Si-Hyeong, it does not yet seem to reach a meaningful achievement to reveal regional

music characteristics folk songs.

Some of the outcomes from the recent studies by North Korean musicologists published
since 2000 have focused more on the locality of folk songs and consequently furthered the
depth of discussion on the related topics. This naturally shows the course of future research
to be done. It includes analysis on recent academic results of North Korean scholars,
comparative studies on the researches on tonal structure of folk song by scholars of South
and North Korea in order to put togather all the meaningful achievements of tonal structure

studies on traditional music of Korean people, still trying to diagnose points to overcome.

<Key words> tetrachord, pentatonic scale, folk song of North Korea, josik(mode) of North

Korean folk songs, tonal structure of traditional music in North Korea.
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