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Abstract

American plays and Imagined ‘America’ in Korea

-focused on Yoo Chijin’s production of American plays -
Woo, Su-jin

Among plays translated and performed in Korea before independence, American plays
did not have a large impact, in terms of either quantity or quality. Modern theater was
mainly modeled after European playwrights such as Ibsen, Chekhov, and Bernard Shaw.
However, after the liberation, and especially after the Korean War, American plays grew
rapidly in popularity and came to account for the majority of translated performances.

In the imagined geographical dichotomy of East and West, the US. is clearly
considered part of the West but has a different status from the Western nations of
Europe. In addition, in the history of modern theater in Korea, American plays sometimes
were performed to draw contrasts with European plays, to extend contemporary politics or
ideologies, or to substitute for other performances. Such performances did not result from
a unilateral reception of American plays, but rather from selective decisions according to
Korea ’s needs. American plays were not universal and unchanging; rather, they were
reconstructed within the context of Korea’s history of modern theater in accordance with
requirements. Therefore, this paper does not focus on listing translated performances, but
instead examines how Korea’s modern theater searched for its identity using American
plays as a medium, tracing the methods by which these plays have been used and
changed throughout the history of modern theater in Korea.

In Chapter 1, ‘Romanticized America’, it is shown how in the mid to late 1930,

translated performances of American plays that mainly exemplified romanticism were
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petformed by the troupe led by Yoo Chijin as substitutes for new plays exemplifying
realism. Chapter 2, ‘Idealized America’, examines translated performances of American
plays that thematized or promoted American liberal democracy and humanism in
sophisticated ways, especially under the patronage of the United States Information Service.
In particular, in Home of the Brave, the relationship between colonized Chosun and Imperial
Japan —which saw the US. as a common enemy before Korean independence —was
reconstructed as a relationship between Korea and the US., with Japan as the common
enemy. Finally, in Chapter 3, ‘Consuming America’, it is shown how the diversifying of
Korea’s modern theater after the 1960s mirrored the most American of genres, the
musical; this resulted in the establishment of popular commercial performances, which were
distinct from the common music dramas that had already existed. We can see signs of
such efforts in the Keukyeon (EIIfiff, Drama Research Society)’s performance of Porgy in
1937, the Keukhyub (Bll7%, Drama Association) ’s performance of Sorrow of Negres in
1948, and the Drama Center’s staging of the musical Pogy and Bess in 1962.

Key words : American plays, translation, Korean plays, Westemn plays, America, Yoo Chiin, USIS(United States
Information Service), the musical, romanticism, comercial play
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