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대중음악
특별기고

I Can Hear Your Voice(Loud and Clear): 

Korean Popular Music in the 1990s*18)

Pil Ho Kim(Ohio State University, USA)

1. Introduction: A Decade of Breakdown and Breakout

2. Power of Songs

3. Political Is Popular

4. Postmodern ‘New Generation’ Goes Global

5. Cyber/Punk: The Emergence of Korea’s Independent Music Scene

6. Hongdae: Where Avant-Garde Arts Meet Punk

7. From Punk to Techno: Changing Clubs, Changing Music Culture in the late 90s

8. Conclusion: The Undertow of K-Pop

1. Introduction: A Decade of Breakdown and Breakout 

In modern times, periodizing history into decades has become a sim-

ple convention. The ‘Roaring 20s’, ‘60s counterculture’, ‘Go-go 90s’ 

* This article has been previously published in X: Korean Art in the Nineties, Seoul: 

Seoul Museum of Art, 2016.
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or the ‘Lost Decade’ can be just as casually bandied about in barroom 

chatter as they can be seriously considered in academic circles. While 

it may be convenient to use such a calendrical period for indexing pur-

poses, we soon find that historical events do not neatly fall into decades. 

As many Americans would see ‘the 60s’ having begun with the 

Kennedy Assassination in 1963 and ending around the Watergate 

Scandal in 1972, neither the 90s in Korea exactly began in the calendar 

year of 1990, nor did it end in 1999. We need to search for proper 

bookends of history to define the 1990s in the Korean context.

In fact, the immensely popular cable-TV drama series, “Reply 19xx” 

already did a kind of primary search for us. According to its timeline, 

the 1990s came and went a little earlier than the calendar years, from 

1988 to 1997. It started in the chaotic aftermath of the political up-

heavals of the preceding decade and ended with a spectacular economic 

crash that has since left a deep scar in the national psyche.

The political and economic breakdowns of the 1990s were in part 

compensated for by socio-cultural breakouts that made this decade all 

the more compelling. Breaking out of the restrictions on global mobility 

and communications was probably the most important development of 

this decade. The global horizon was suddenly wide open to the public 

hitherto unable to step outside national borders without first going 

through background checks by the intelligence agency. Liberalization 

of overseas travel in 1989 saw a sixfold increase of international travelers 

by the end of the decade, sending nearly one out of every ten Koreans 

off to see the outside world. The propagandistic nature of the state-led 
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segyehwa(globalization) drive notwithstanding, globalization became some-

thing ordinary Koreans could experience and understand in a very tan-

gible manner.

Without a doubt, Korean society has been a giant experimental lab 

for the many revolutionary breakouts of ICT(information and communica-

tions technology) since the 90s. Whether it is wireless telecommuni-

cations(from beepers to cellular phones), computer networks(from the 

text-based BBS on dial-up networks to the broadband internet on fiber optic 

cables), or social networking services(from Cyworld to Kakaostory), Korean 

youths have been at least a half-step faster than the rest of the world 

in adopting the new technoculture.

All these changes point to what the radical geographer David Harvey 

called the ‘condition of postmodernity’ on the eve of the 90s: the 

‘time-space compression’ in the organization of capitalism that gave rise 

to postmodernist cultural forms. However, just as Harvey was warning 

of a reactionary political strain in postmodernity and/or postmodernism, 

the first breakout toward the new decade of Korean popular music was 

emerging in the opposite direction: modernist, nationalist, politically 

progressive. 

2. Power of Songs

In the first few months of 1990, the longest running hit number 

on the pop chart did not belong to the usual suspects of heart-throbbing 
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dance music or saccharine ballads, but to a solemn choir who brought 

protest rally songs to the TV screen. Pop music critic Shin Hyunjoon, 

himself an active participant in the 1980s’ protest folk movement, ex-

plains about the breakthrough of the second album by Nochatsa(The 

Songseekers): ‘Nochatsa did not stop at expressing the spontaneous emo-

tions from the oppressed people, but went further to polish them 

artistically. This is how Nochatsa was able to carve out its own territory 

between folk and pop music’.1)

During the first half of the 90s, the inspiration the protest folk tradi-

tion(and its 80’s incarnation, the Song Movement) spawned could be found 

in mainstream outlets as well as the college underground circuit. While 

such recognizable names as Ahn Chi-hwan, Kwon Jin-weon, Kang 

San-e, and Yun Do-hyeon are connected to this tradition to varying 

degrees, it was the late Kim Gwang-seok who personified the 90s trans-

formation of collective-political into personal-political. Beside his origi-

nal repertoire, Kim reinterpreted many classics of modern folk and pro-

test songs, introducing them to a new, mass audience.

Before his unexpected passing at the height of popularity, Kim 

Gwang-seok was continuously on the road for over one thousand con-

certs in both small and large venues. Actually, the intimacy of a small 

theater was where his talent shone the brightest. Hakjeon Theater in 

Daehakno, Kim’s old stomping ground, hosts his cenotaph. It was also 

in this theater that his old mentor, the folk legend Kim Min-gi, 

1) Shin Hyunjoon, “The songs that Nochatsa is seeking for－something between folk 

and art songs,” liner notes in Nochatsa 2 and 3 (reissued), Darma Music, 2004.

연세대학교 | IP: 1.233.215.*** | Accessed 2018/06/08 10:08(KST)



118  음악 통권 21호(2018년 상반기)

launched the 15-year run of the musical Subway Line Number One 

(Jihacheol Irhoseon) in 1994. The first actress cast as the main role of 

the show was Na Yun-seon(Youn Sun Nah), who later went on to be-

come an internationally acclaimed jazz vocalist.

While Nochatsa, Kim Gwang-seok, and others were channeling the 

energy of protest folk into the mainstream, another folk musician, Jeong 

Tae-chun, was heading in the opposite direction. Jeong had enjoyed sig-

nificant mainstream success early in his career, yet his increasing politi-

cization through the 1980s transitioned him from broadcast appearances 

to small theater concerts, and then to performances at labor union and 

student protest rallies. Following the musical Calf, Calf, Golden Calf 

(Songaji songaji nureong songaji, 1989) which he wrote and produced in 

support of the National Teachers’ Union struggle, Jeong released the 

album Alas, Republic of Korea(A Daehanminguk) in 1990. Full of righteous 

indignation, he made a scathing critique of Korean politics and society 

like never before. 

More significantly, the album was released in cassette tape format 

and distributed through the underground network of college town 

neighborhoods and social movement circles because Jeong refused to 

submit it to the government censor for approval of commercial sales. 

This act of defiance was the opening salvo of the long battle he waged 

against the censorship on popular music. The next album, In Jongno, 

the Rainy Spell of ’92(Gusibinyeon Jangma Jongnoeso, 1993) landed him 

in the courtroom fending off the charges of illegal distribution and sales. 

As the Constitutional Court found the censorship unconstitutional in 
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1996, Jeong’s hard-fought battle finally ended in victory for the free-

dom of speech and artistic expression.

3. Political Is Popular

Jeong’s righteous stand for justice and democracy may be seen as 

a carryover effect from the previous decade, but his was much more 

than that. As mentioned earlier, Jeong was going against the grain 

when everyone else in the social activist circle was moving closer to 

the mainstream. All the while, he remained true to his roots as a coun-

try boy who kept a skeptical view on urbanites taking advantage of 

rural folks. Two songs best represent Jeong’s music in the 90s. One 

is “Insadong”(1990), a merciless satire of the fast-gentrifying tourist spot 

of downtown Seoul since the 1988 Olympics. The other, “Setting the 

prairie on fire”(Jeo deure bureul noa, 1993), is a hauntingly beautiful bal-

lad about an old farmer’s silent protest against crushing hardships of 

rural Korea.

Ironically, it was not Jeong Tae-chun but Seo Taiji, the 90s golden 

boy, who took major credit for standing up against the censorship. 

True, his high-profile defiance in releasing “Regret of the Times”(Sidae 

yugam, 1995) as an instrumental track when the censors demanded that 

he tone down the ‘bleakness’ of its lyrics helped publicize the cause 

widely. However, the abolition of censorship would not have been possi-

ble without Jeong Tae-chun mounting a political and legal challenge 
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to the system. Regardless of style or genre, Korean popular music has 

owed a great deal to Jeong’s relentless fight for the freedom of ex-

pression since 1996, if not earlier.

The censorship controversy once again highlighted the historical real-

ity that popular was political; that ‘popular’ culture was a politically 

contested terrain. Korean popular musicians were certainly no strangers 

to political repression, manipulation, and regulation during the censor-

ship era. And then, with the opening of political space the 90s saw 

a kind of inversion: suddenly, political was popular. Protest songs were 

playing on the radio and even on TV. ‘Entertainers’ began providing 

serious, and often foreboding social commentaries without the fear of 

being muzzled by the system or losing their fan base. Seo Taiji was 

not alone in witnessing the world ‘going crazy’ and ‘going wrong’ 

(“Regret of the Times”). The heavy metal band Sinawe screamed about 

“battered children following orders” from those who inflicted pain on 

them(“Battered Kid[Maematneun ai]”, 1995). The prog-rock band N.EX.T 

described the ‘city life’ as ‘gray buildings, gray skies, and people’s gray 

faces’(“Urbanite[Dosiin]”, 1992). Without a doubt, the 90s was the hey-

day of cultural politics in all its different ramifications. 

4. Postmodern ‘New Generation’ Goes Global

Postmodernism eventually arrived in Korea, but it took much more 

than the material ‘condition’ David Harvey accounted for. The end of 
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the cold war shook the core of the modernist political ideologies and 

thoughts held by those on the left in particular. The triumphalist global 

capitalism of the late twentieth century pushed them into scrambling 

for answers, of which the umbrella term of postmodernism offered a 

hodgepodge. 

Postmodern was also widely used to sensationalize and/or advertise 

various pop culture offerings and tie them to the changing social milieu. 

At the center of the raging postmodern discourse was Seo Taiji, whose 

act sparked the ‘new generation’ (sinsedae) debate of the 90s. In hind-

sight, neither postmodernism nor the ‘new generation’ discourse held 

much water as the mirage of the 90s prosperity and its hedonistic slo-

gan, ‘do whatever you want’, were instantly dissipated by the economic 

meltdown of 1997. The ‘new generation’ was quickly replaced, re-

configured, or re-branded into a dizzying matrix of 386 generation, IMF 

generation, 880 thousand won generation etc., which now seems to turn 

up a new age-cohort every five years or even less.

Seo Taiji’s brilliance in the 90s was quite postmodern in the sense 

that he took full advantage of the ‘condition of postmodernity’ ― 

‘time-space compression’ ― before anyone else did so as successfully. 

During the five-year stint of Seo Taiji and Boys, Seo was both digesting 

and introducing the latest trends of Anglo-American popular music on 

an almost real-time basis. In some cases, to preempt charges of being 

a copycat, Seo openly talked about what style of music he had borrowed 

from which musician. For example, Seo kindly explained that his “Come 

Back Home”(1995) was ‘gangsta rap’ inspired by Cypress Hill. 
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This ‘education of the public’ approach was not to last very long. 

Globalization of the popular music market soon made it easy for ordi-

nary music fans to access English-language music magazines and im-

ported CDs. And, of course, the rise of the internet empowered them 

even further in catching up with the latest global trends. Since Seo’s 

coming out of retirement as a solo artist he has been unable to achieve 

a level of success similar to the Taiji Boys years, partly because the 

new styles he has brought in, such as industrial, nu metal, and emocore, 

are no longer so strikingly new to many serious music fans.

Another emblematic figure in the ‘new generation’ pop music was 

the group 015B(Gongirobi), whose song “Love of the New Breed” 

(Shininryueui sarang, 1993) made a reference to the Japanese version of 

the new generation discourse, namely ‘new breed(shinjinrui)’. 015B’s 

sleek, danceable pop was the perfect vehicle for depicting the so-called 

‘orange tribe’(orenjijok), which refers to rich, spoiled young males driving 

their expensive imported cars around the affluent Gangnam area to pick 

up girls. However, 015B also made the sober point that the orange 

tribe was ‘an illusion that newspapers, adults, and society at large have 

fabricated’ to stir up moral panic(“The Fourth Movement”[Je sabu, 1993]). 

Thus the new generation was self-conscious about the criticism of ex-

cessive consumerism and hedonistic behavior, and in turn pointing out 

the hypocrisy of the grown-ups engaging in the essentially same activ-

ity, only with less style.
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5. Cyber/Punk: The Emergence of Korea’s Independent Music 

Scene2)

Well before the globalization-internet era, Korean musicians were 

fairly quick to catch up with global trends. Punk rock, however, was 

an exception since its arrival in Korea had been delayed by a decade 

or two. The censorship that had been in effect until 1996 was one rea-

son that heavily politicized or sexually explicit language in many punk 

songs did not see the light of day. Another reason was that punk’s 

amateurism did not go well with the Korean underground music com-

munity’s emphasis on professional musicianship. Only when Nirvana 

and the rest of the 90s American alternative rock began appealing to 

the Korean audience, did their roots in punk rock also draw the 

attention.

Therefore it is not so surprising that the first punk rock event in 

Korea was a Nirvana tribute concert by local punk bands in 1995. The 

concert venue was the now-legendary club Drug located in the 

Hongdae area. Stephen Epstein, an American academic who filmed a 

documentary about the early years of Korean punk, explains its appeal: 

‘punk’s thematic center evolved from expressing English urban work-

ing-class frustration to American suburban alienation, boredom and de-

pression and offered Korean punk a growing variety of generic themes 

2) This section is revised and condensed from Pil Ho Kim, “Korean Rock’s Journey 

from Group Sound to Indie Punk” in Hyunjoon Shin and Seung-ah Lee ed., Made 

in Korea: Studies in Popular Music(Routledge, 2016), pp. 76∼79.
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to draw upon.’3) Crying Nut and No Brain, the two leading bands of 

the Korean punk movement known as Joseon Punk, went on to achieve 

moderate commercial success, popularizing punk rock among main-

stream audiences. 

As punk was about to break out, there were already many post-punk 

‘modern rock’ followers who had been reaching out for one another 

years before Drug and other live music clubs appeared at Hongdae. 

They created online communities ― through the text-based, dial-up mo-

dem network of the pre-internet era colloquially known as PC tongsin. 

These online ‘hobby clubs’ (donghohoe) played a crucial role in the bur-

geoning independent (indie) rock scene. 

The alternative metal band Noizegarden was formed through an on-

line heavy metal community which was run by the band’s lead guitarist 

Yun Byeong-ju. Among some subgroups in Yun’s metal community 

was the ‘modern rock’ gathering, from which two influential indie rock 

bands sprang out ―Deli Spice and Eonnine Ibalgwan(Sister’s 

Barbershop). Both these bands and many others opted for lighter, 

Britpop-influenced style distinct from punk or metal, as clearly demon-

strated by Deli Spice’s hit song “Chow Chow”(1997) with its famous 

refrain, ‘I can hear your voice’(neoeui moksoriga deullyeo). These online-based 

bands soon found their offline hangouts in the Hongdae club scene as 

well, creating a synergy that helped establish the Korean indie rock 

scene from the mid-1990s onward. 

3) Stephen Epstein, “Anarcy in the UK, Solidarity in the ROK,” Acta Koreana 3(2000), 

p. 109.
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Since the club Drug released the monumental punk record, Our 

Nation(1996) under its own name, various on- and off-line connections 

within the indie network have materialized into indie labels. By the end 

of the 1990s, independent record production and distribution became 

the norm for Joseon Punk and various other musicians who identified 

themselves with indie music: grunge rockers(Cocore, Huckleberry Finn), 

noise rock experimentalists(Yellow Kitchen, Astronoise/Puredigitalsilence), 

metalcore bands(Rainy Sun, Samchung), and underground hip-hop ar-

tists(Garion, Joosuc), and the list goes on.

6. Hongdae: Where Avant-Garde Arts Meet Punk 

One should not fail to notice that indie music’s breakout into the 

mainstream market took place amidst the economic breakdown starting 

in late 1997. This turned out to be an unexpected boon for indie musi-

cians: 

In the meantime, some small independent labels started pouring out 

records from the beginning of the new year [of 1998]. Each of them 

released three or four a month. Apparently the sales numbers were not 

too impressive. However, they were hardly negligible when the market 

had shrunken considerably and therefore major labels were reluctant to 

make new investments. Even superstar musicians were delaying their 

scheduled new releases… under these circumstances, the advance the indie 
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labels made was extraordinary.4) 

The opportunity was there for the independent music business, but 

the breakout would have never happened without willing risk-takers al-

ready having prepared the ground for it. Hongdae was that ground, 

a giant experiment lab for new arts and culture. But why Hongdae? 

Why not any place else, like Gangnam, Itaewon, or even nearby 

Sinchon? Indeed, Sinchon was the mecca of the underground music in 

the 80s and early 90s. Among other things, it was the home of the 

acclaimed Sinchon Blues, the project band of the who’s who in the 80s 

underground: Lee Jeong-seon, Eom In-ho, Kim Hyeon-sik, and Han 

Yeong-ae to name but a few. The rock café culture which preceded 

live music clubs started in Sinchon. 

By the mid-90s, however, Sinchon was already a fully commercialized 

entertainment district in terms of the gentrification cycle. Newer, more 

experimental, and less commercially viable venues thus found their pla-

ces in the neighboring Hongdae area. Moreover, Hongdae had one dis-

tinctive advantage that could not be found elsewhere: The presence of 

well-established art community, avant-garde art in particular, thanks to 

the prestige of Hongik University’s College of Fine Arts. As one of 

the long-standing active members of this creative community, Kim 

Baek-ki proudly looks back on the heyday of the early experimental 

art clubs in the area: 

4) Jang Ho-yeon, Yi Yong-wu, and Choe Ji-seon, Off the Record, Indie Rock File 

(Munhakkwa Jiseong, 1999), pp. 105∼106.
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Baljeonso(Powerplant), which went on to become the ground zero of 

Hongdae’s cultural renaissance, was opened in 1992 by the sculptors Song 

Geung-hwa and Yi Yeonggu, together with Kim Hyeong-tae, the painter 

and leader of the Hwang Sin-hye Band… In 1994, [the poet and TV 

commentator] Ha Jae-bong opened Hwanggeum Tugu(Golden Helmet), 

which I took over the next year and began pushing hard… At 

Hwanggeum Tugu we had three or four shows each month. There were 

performance arts, mime acts, and live music of all kinds including 

traditional gugak, western classical, children’s songs, prog-rock, new-age 

jazz, trot, etc. Its huge success was imitated by many up-and-coming 

clubs in the Hongdae area.5)

Out of the fertile ground of Hongdae clubs grew the Korean art 

punk movement. The ‘Big Three’ of this movement was the Hwang 

Sin-hye band, the Eoeobu Project, and the Pippi Band(later renamed 

Pippi Longstocking). Unlike the Joseon Punk brethren, most all of them 

were already rich in cultural capital, and some were highly skilled pro-

fessional musicians. 

Musically speaking, the most amateurish of the Big Three was the 

Hwang Sin-hye Band founded by the aforementioned painter Kim 

Hyeong-tae and the architect Jo Yun-seok, both Hongik graduates in 

their 30s. Their artistic strategy was to pursue the kitsch aesthetic to 

the extreme. From their anachronistic performance style of traveling 

5) Kim Baek-ki, “The History and Present of Hongdae Culture,” Hongik Graduate School 

Newspaper(July 2, 2011).
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drug peddlers in the bygone era to the bizarrely absurd wordplay with 

song titles and lyrics, the Hwang Sin-hye Band pushed the boundaries 

of accepted arts and culture while viciously mocking anything that 

reeked of conventional wisdom. 

The Eoeobu Project was originally a trio made up of vocalist Baek 

Hyeon-jin, professional bassist Jang Yeong-gyu, and traditional gugak 

percussionist Weon Il. Baek, a sculptor by training at Hongik, sang 

in a deep, tormented voice reminiscent of Tom Waits and Nick Cave 

in their darkest moments. He was backed by Jang and Weon’s skillful 

arrangement of pop and traditional instrumentation, including noise ef-

fects and electronic sounds that created eeriness and tension. In addition 

to the music, it was their performance that drew out a weird mixture 

of surrealist and gothic nightmares:

There are many objets on stage, such as a refrigerator, a blender, a 

fishtank, etc. Baek is dressed up as an astronaut or in a scrub suit. He 

wears a silk stocking over his face and breaks a raw egg on his own head. 

He takes a spit in a bowl and put it in the refrigerator or throws a bundle 

of pork into the audience.6)

The art punk movement was not confined to the Hongik Art School 

alumni circle, however. With the Pippi Band, actually it expanded be-

yond the Hongdae area into the national airwaves fairly early in the 

6) Jang et al., op. cit., pp. 80∼82.
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game. 

7. From Punk to Techno: Changing Clubs, Changing Music 

Culture in the late 90s

The Pippi Band was a brainchild of the two veteran musicians from 

the 80s heavy metal scene. Kang Gi-yeong(bass) and Pak Hyeon-jun 

(bass, guitar) were apparently tired of not only mainstream pop but also 

the orthodoxy of the heavy metal underworld when they decided to 

recruit a young girl to sing for their ‘not so over-the-top’ music. In 

1995, the Pippi Band released its debut album with an over-the-top 

title, Cultural Revolution(Munhwa Hyeokmyeong) with Yi Yun-jeong as the 

frontwoman. The first single was a simple, unassuming jangly pop song 

titled, “Hello”(Annyeonghaseyo), which became an unexpected main-

stream hit. Leveraging on the media exposure, the Pippi Band pulled 

various stunts on TV, such as sabotaging its own lip-synching perform-

ance and wearing cheap sweatpants, to mock the mainstream pop 

culture.

From the very beginning, the Pippi Band was all about defying ex-

pectations, whether they were from the mainstream media industry or 

from the underground music fanbase. Even the punk kids at Hongdae 

clubs were confused about Pippi’s musically ambiguous identity. But 

its allegiance soon became clear as the Pippi Band chose the Hongdae 

avant-garde club Hwanggeum Tugu for their second album release par-
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ty and concert in 1996. The second album was much closer in spirit 

to the Hwang Sin-hye Band’s kitsch aesthetic.

The Pippi Band only lasted two years with two albums. After replac-

ing Yi with a male indie musician nicknamed Goguma(sweet potato; 

Kwon Byeong-jun), the renamed Pippi Longstocking kept it together just 

one more year with one more full-length album. During that period, 

the Pippi Project pulled one final spectacular stunt by spitting into a 

camera and giving a middle finger on live TV. 

Since the initial culture shock of their guerrilla-style performances 

wearing off, the avant-garde art punk movement has not been garner-

ing as much attention. Interestingly, some members of the art punk 

community moved on to techno/electronica soon afterwards. The origi-

nal Pippi Yi Yun-jeong came back with an electronica album as early 

as 1997 and Kang Gi-yeong started using the ‘Dalparan’ moniker as 

a full-blown electronica artist in 1998. In between the Hwang Sin-hye 

Band performances, Kim Hyeong-tae would appear on Hongdae dance 

club stages as DJ Kongtem, mixing techno with Buddhist chants. 

In fact, this shift from rock to techno reflected a larger trend in the 

Hongdae area club culture and business. By the end of the decade, 

dance clubs outnumbered live music clubs, and the gap between them 

would widen further in the new millennium. Commercial gentrification 

was progressing rapidly in the Hongdae area as the 90s came to a close.

연세대학교 | IP: 1.233.215.*** | Accessed 2018/06/08 10:08(KST)



I Can Hear Your Voice (Loud and Clear): Korean Popular Music in the 1990s_ Pil Ho Kim  131

8. Conclusion: The Undertow of K-Pop

All things considered, the 90s was an extremely rich period for cul-

tural imagination and creativity. As mentioned in the introduction, it 

was a time of unprecedented globalization in modern Korea. Although 

they were interrupted by major political upheavals and an economic 

meltdown during this decade, young people in general enjoyed them-

selves as the culturally empowered ‘new generation’.

Beside winning some important battles on the freedom of expression, 

what else is there to be claimed as the legacy of the 90s? Compared 

to the first ten years of the new millennium, which saw the rise of 

the Korean Wave across Asia and beyond, the 90s appear to be almost 

self-contained within the national border. Cultural globalization, as it 

seems, only took place inbound. Whether it was hip-hop, alternative, 

punk, techno, or dance music, Korean musicians were mostly busy soak-

ing in global inflows. The Korean Wave, especially in popular music, 

had not fully developed until the new generation turned old. 

Obviously, part of this was due to the learning curve necessary for 

a creative process. But even before we began noticing some familiar 

names from the 90s occupying key positions in today’s K-Pop world, 

others had been major contributors to the surging Korean Wave from 

early on. The Hongdae art punk community, for instance, provided 

soundtracks for such masterpieces of the early 21st century Korean cine-

ma as Kim Jee-woon’s The Foul King(2000) and A Bittersweet Life(2005), 

Park Chan-wook’s Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance(2002), and Kim Ki-duk’s 
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The Coast Guard(2002).

In many visible and invisible ways, the 90s experience is undergirding 

the edifice of contemporary Korean popular culture. Today one can 

write a harshly critical song about the government and sing it in public 

spaces without fearing official retribution; or form an impromptu rock 

band, book a club, and play with abandon. Although the ‘do whatever 

you want’ style postmodernism turned out to be passé rather quickly, 

the 90s definitely broadened the horizon of possibilities in terms of mu-

sical expression. And it is still those possibilities that create the under-

tow of the global outflows of K-Pop today.
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