An Organ Adventure

in South Korea

Jay Zoller

Ihad never given much thought to

organs or the organ culture in South
Korea. My interests, along with, I suIE)—
gose, those of many organists, lay in the

irection of European composers. How-
ever, a recent trip to South Korea to visit
family got me tEinking about this sub-
ject, about which I knew nothing. The
questions swirled around my head: What
was the organ culture like in South Ko-
rea? Was it anything like our own? What
kinds of organs were there in Korea?
What did the organists play? Was there
a South Korean style ofP organ composi-
tion? Do they play the same repertoire as
we do? In this age of instant communica-
tion, I imagined that they must play Bach
and Mendelssohn, just as we do, but how
was I to know for sure?

Our visit was primarily centered in
and around Daejeon, a ci?/ of about two
million people. With my lack of knowl-
edge of the Korean language, I would
have gotten nowhere in my quest with-
out the help of Rosalie Bow%er, who is
Board Chair at the Daejeon Christian
International School, an organist her-
self, and a missionary to South Korea for
over forty years. Her help in taking me
to see organs, introducing me to Korean
organists, and finding resources for me,
was invaluable.

I make no claim that this report is
complete, since my discoveries center
around Daejeon. I hope that someone
more knowledgeable will write about the
nation as a whole.

A brief history of Korea

Korea is the only nation in the world
where Christianity first took root without
priests or missionaries, but solely as a
result of the written word. Bibles, which
had been translated into Chinese by Je-
suits, were brought back by a Korean
scholar on a diplomatic trip to Beijing
in 1621. Korea has had a long friendship
with China, which has lasted for centu-
ries. As a big brother to Korea, China has
had a profound influence on Koreans.
However, Koreans transformed those
influences into their own distinctive ad-
vances in fields such as literature, art, ce-
ramics, printing, philosophy, astronomy,
medicine, and astrology. As an example,
Koreans invented metal moveable type
in 1230, 200 years before Gutenberg.

Geo%raphy has played an impor-
tant role in Korean history. This small
mountainous country sits in a strategic
area surrounded by the larger and more
powerful countries of China, Japan, and
Russia. During its two thousand years
of recorded history, Korea has suffered
nine hundred invasions and five periods
of foreign occupation. Its relationship
with China has seen Korean kings em-
bracing Chinese culture and receiving
some protection in return for tribute to
the Chinese Emperor.

When Japan was unified in the 16th
century, its leader Hideyoshi Toyotomi
attacked Korea as a first phase of an inva-
sion of the Chinese mainland. This war,
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which left the country devastated, result-
ed in keeping relations acrimonious. Ko-
rea attempted to stay isolated until west-
ern influences in opening the country to
trade during the 19th century left Korea
vulnerable. In 1875 Japan forced exclu-
sive trade with Korea and then flooded
Japanese advisers and military personnel
into the country.

In 1905, America and Britain felt that
Japanese control over Korea would Ere-
vent Russian expansion, and so Theodore
Roosevelt traded Koreas independence
for U.S. control over the Philippines.
The Treaty of Portsmouth, which ended
the Russo-Japanese War, made Korea
a Japanese protectorate. The japanese
then forced, despite protests and student
uprisings, a Protectorate Treaty, which
was followed in 1910 by a forced Treaty
of Annexation, which made Korea a Jap-
anese colony. The Koreans were treated
brutally until the Japanese surrender af-
ter World War II.

The end of World War II' brought
about the arbitrary division of the coun-
try, by the West, at the 3Sth parallel. This
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unfortunate afterthought by the major
powers in the post-war period has prov-
en to be the one blunder that has caused
inordinate trouble for the North and the
South as they have grappled for advan-
tage and supremacy over each other.

A Korean guerrilla commander, Kim
I Sung, chosen by the Soviet Union to
head its regime in the North, chose, with
Soviet and Chinese backing, to invade
the South and unite the country under
communist rule. This conflict, in a fear
of communist menace, drew in U.N.
and U.S. troops and savage fighting. The
Korean War claimed a huge number of
casualties and devastated both halves of a
country that had only just begun to recov-
er from four decades of Japanese occupa-
tion. When the fighting finally stopped in
July 1953, the front line was virtually at
the 38th parallel, close to where it ha({ all
begun. A demilitarized zone was created,
which has remained in place to this day.
The North became a dictatorship under
the thumb of Kim Il Sung and Elter his
son, Kim Jong Il, and the country closed
off from the rest of the world.

In the South, anti-communist dicta-
torships ‘gradually gave way to demo-
cratic reform and growing trade with
the world. Under President Park Chun
Hee, conglomerates were formed, whic
made South Korea a major economic
power. It is in this period of economic
growth and democratic reform that our
organ story begins.

Organ culture

As one might imagine after the wide-
spread destruction during the Korean
War, organs were not a priority and as
a result were slow in coming. Gradu-
ally, however, South Koreans who had
an interest in music began coming to
the United States and to Europe for
training. Those interested in studying
the organ concentrated primarily on the
United States and Germany, countries
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that offered organ curricula and good
instruments to play.

As time went on, students who re-
turned to South Korea wanted similar in-
struments to play at home and often were
able to have their church buy an organ
from a builder that they had become ac-
(ﬁlainted with during their studies. Since
there were no Korean organbuilders,
they imported organs from the United
States and Germany. Seoul, South Ko-
rea’s largest city, has the greatest num-
ber of pipe organs in the country. Wicks
begﬁn the Seoul imports, followed by
such builders as Brombaugh, Flentrop,
Schuke, Rieger-Kloss, Ruffatti, Becker-
ath, Karl Wilhelm, Jdger & Brommer,
Bosch, Pels & Van Leeuwen, Klais, and
many others. The large six-manual Klais
in the concert hall is a jewel in the col-
lection, with its case designed after the
traditional Korean plucked musical in-
strument, the “Komungo,” giving the ef-
fect of several instruments ﬁangin from
the wall. It boasts as well 40 French bells
and 32 Korean bells in addition to 270
Spanish trumpets. The organ looks very
impressive, although I have only seen it
in pictures. We mustn't forget the new
Fisﬁ organ installed in 2010 at Incheon,
about twenty miles west of Seoul.

There is an interesting story about
the Klais in the concert hall. When it
was new, apparently the organist at the
time had the mistaken impression that it
didn’t need regular attention for main-
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tenance and tuning. The organ became
almost unplayable before a new profes-
sor took over and had some much-need-
ed maintenance done on it. There are a
few German-trained organ technicians
in the country who take care of the pipe
organs, one of whom is the husband of
an organist I will mention later.

Organs in Daejeon

Although churches seem to be located
everywhere, Daejeon contains only five
pipe organs. Many churches have elec-
tronic imitations and most have praise
bands to accompany worship. Even
churches with pipe organs often have a
band as well. The organs include Rieger-
Kloss, Oberlinger, Flentrop, Speith, and
Paul Fritts.

We met Eunyoung Kim at the Bap-
tist Church where she is organist. Tlllje
church contains an organ built by
Speith-Orgelbau of Reitberg, Germany.
Although a fine tracker instrument, it is
situateé[ in an acoustically dry room. Dr.
Kim played the last movement of the
first Mendelssohn Sonata for me—it was
exquisitely played, but the sound was al-
most sucked into the walls. This led us
to a discussion of acoustics in South Ko-
rean churches. This is a subject too large
to go into here, but suffice it to say that
with carpeting all over and acoustical tile
even in the rear of the organ there is no
resonance at all. Her comment was that
the Korean idea of acoustics is figuring
out how many speakers a room needs.
It is a situation that organists are trying
to correct.

After a delicious lunch at a Korean
restaurant recommended by Dr. Kim,
she took us to see the organs at Southern
Baptist University, where she is the or-
gan professor. Unfortunately, a class was
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meeting in the auditorium, so we were
unable to see that organ, but in a small-
er, happily much more resonant room is
an organ {)uilt by Paul Fritts. The lower
manual contained a Hohlfl6te 8’, Princi-
pal 4’, Quint/Cornet, and Octav 2. The
upper manual had Quintadena 8’, Spiel-
flote 4, Gemshorn 2’, and Dulcian 8.
A Subbass 16" and Gedackt 8" rounded
out the pedal division. Couplers were
I/Pedal, II/Pedal, and II/I, and there
was also a tremulant. I played the first
movement of the Mendeqssohn A-major
Sonata and it had a nice effect. It is a
delightful practice organ and often does
double duty for concerts.

Eunyoung Kim’s husband is one of
South “Koreas German-trained organ
technicians, and I was sorry that I did
not get to meet him as well. Surprisingly,
Eunyoung Kim was working on a recital
entitled “The Organ Music of America
since 1950,” \VhiCjTl she played after our
trip was over. It consistedy of music of
David Arcus (b. 1958), Memorial Festi-
val Overture and Ancient Wonders; John
Behnke (b. 1953), Three Global Songs;
Derek Bermel (b. 1967), Two Songs from
Nandom; and David Conte (b. 1955),
Pastorale and Toccata.

On another day, Rosalie Bowker took
my wife Rachel and me to Hyechon
University to meet Mrs. Min Jin O,
who is the university organist and who,
when we met her, was preparing four
students for a required recital. I asked if
they would mind playing their prepared
music for us and they gave us a remark-
able program all played from memory.
One girl played the Langlais Epilogue
for Pedal Solo. A young man, who was
autistic, had none of his usual symp-
toms when he was playing. We were
impressed by eveR/ one of them. Their
playing had confidence and vigor even
without music in front of them.

The organ was built by Oberlinger
and was Focated in a large room that
looked as though it served for concerts
as well as for worship. The acoustics
here were much better than what we
had heard previously.

Organ miscellanies

Several universities in South Korea of-
fer doctoral degrees in organ, so that an
organ student need not travel to a differ-
ent country to study. However, many do
decide to work on degrees beyond their
own borders. I got the impression that
the two favorite places were Germany
and the United States, although not lim-
ited to those. Dr. Kim remarked that you
could often tell where they studied by the
kind of repertoire they p?/ayed. Of those
students who choose to return to South
Korea, there is a desire to have the kinds
of organs they were exposed to where
they studied and a desire for improved
acoustics. As more organs are imported,
it is a great opportunity to spread the
gospel of better acoustics. The Koreans
want the best of what the world has to
offer and I don't believe it will be long
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before churches begin to hear the differ-
ence that good acoustics can make.

There is a Korean Association of Organ-
ists that is active in South Korea. It spon-
sors seminars, festivals, and masterclasses
as well as hosting visiting organists from
other countries, much like the AGO does
in the U.S. Their journal, which contains
the usual news about organs and meet-
ings, also publishes new music written
by Korean composers. I was able to dis-
cover several new pieces, many centered
around hymn tunes, but one composer
in particular, Ju-Hwan Yu, had written a
Prelude and Fugue on B-A-C-H in 2005,
which T found fascinating and which I
played in two recitals earlier this year. As
in any other country these days, Korean
organ recitalists play music of many coun-
tries and different time periods.

Postscript

I very much enjoyed my visit to South
Korea and only wish that it could have
been much longer. I am attempting this
small article in hopes that someone with
much more knoerd e of Korea and its
organ music might take up where I have
le& off and fill in many more details. It is
an organ culture that is Iglrowing and try-
ing hard to catch up with the West.

I want to thank Dr. Rosalie Bowker,
organist, musician, missionary, and Board
Chair of the Daejeon Christian Interna-
tional School, without whose help none of
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this would have been possible. I also want
to thank Dr. Eunyoung Kim and Mrs.
Min Jin O, who provided information and
visits to notable Daejeon organs. |
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