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ABSTRACT

The Effects of People’s Art & Cultural Activities on

Changes in Korean Society

- Focusing on people’s cultural movements and art activities

of the May 18 Democratic Uprising-

Yoon Mansik
Advisor : Prof. Baek Sooin
Department of Culturology,

Graduate School of Chosun University

This study targeted to investigate and confirm the influence of progress art
and cultural activities before and after the Gwangju Democratic Uprising on
social reform across Korean society. The social reform movements triggered
by the May 18 Democratic Uprising realized procedural democracy through
the June Democracy Movement. The time and space until the 1980s were
mostly handled, focusing on the struggle of memory on the May 18
Democratic Uprising. Therefore, this study primarily analyzed progressive
literary activities in Gwangju and Seoul and examined social changes they
brought.

Since the experience of the May 18 Democratic Uprising in 1980, art and
cultural activists’ social participation started to get more cohesive and
organized. While national cultural movements in the 1970s were mostly a
metaphorical critique of the reality, social participation by cultural activists
and artists during the 1980s started to become more straightforward and

cohesive in direct connection with field issues. Literary coterie’s works,

- VIII -
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publication of donginji (literary coterie magazine) and writing of the May 18
Democratic Uprising-themed poems by Kim Nam-joo were straightforward
realism which quite differed from Kim Ji-ha’s ballades from the 1970s.

With the convergence of art and culture, diverse outdoor performances such
as total theatre and singing theatre were held at the gathering site and other
places. The most distinctive activities in the 1980s were the performances by
noraepae (protest song club). '"The Agony of the Youth’ was acoustic guitars,
folk songs and production of folk songs by songwriters such as Kim Min-gi
in the 1970s and noraepae’s activities during the 1980s. They unveiled the
truth of the May 18 Democratic Uprising, represented people’s painful lives
and drew awakening and participation from them. At a protest site, they
played a role of propaganda and agitation, boosting the spirit of struggle. In
connection with farmers’ associations from religious groups or labor unions,
diverse songs were composed and distributed across the country. In addition,
singing theatre-like documentary tapes were produced to make more people
understand the May 18 Democratic Uprising and describe laborers’, farmers’
and urban poor people’s lifestyles and their protests.

As the concept of 'minjung (people)’ was reinterpreted during the reform of
Korean society in the 1980s, art and cultural activists’ activities evolved into
people’s cultural movements. In fact, their non-negotiable fight against 'the
reality of the country and people’ became the source of creative activities,
performances and exhibitions. In creative activities as well, large pictures
were hung at demonstration sites, and May of Gwangju and people’s painful
lives were illustrated in wood printing which can be produced in large
quantity. The convergence of such woodblock movement with other genres
was also planned and produced in a diverse manner. Such wood paintings
were found in protest placards, hanging pictures and leaflets as well as in
the May Woodblock Collection of Poems co-produced by literary coteries

from owolsi (May Poetry) and members of the Gwangju-Jeonnam Artists

_IX_
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Association, Hong Seong-dam’s May Woodblock Class and covers of song
collections and tapes. Such art and cultural activists’ cohesive and direct
activities in the 1980s were the forerunner of democratic movements as the
reform of Korean society.

It is anticipated that the study results would confirm the roles and effects
of people’s art and cultural activities in the transformation of Korean society
since 1980 through empirical analysis, bringing more studies on correlations

between people’s art and cultural activities and social reform movements.
Keywords: May 18 Gwangju Democratic Uprising, Progressive Art &

Cultural Movements, Literary Movements, Social Participation, Owolsi (May

Poetry)
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