Contemporary Gayageum Notation

Written by YI Ji-young
Department of Korean Music
College of Music

Seoul National University

Origin of Gayageum

(Gayageum, the 12 silk stringed zither, is a Korean traditional
instrument with a history of over 2,000 years. The gayageum means
the gum("string instrument")of the Gaya, a name of an ancient Korean
country. According to Samguk Sagi ("History of the Three
Kingdoms"), King Kasil of the Gaya built the gayageum in the 6th
century. When the Gaya was vanquished, a gayageum master, Uruk,
went over to King Chinhung of Shilla (r. 540-576).

Since the time, his music and the instrument had been perpetuated
throughout Shilla Dynasty. However, the archeological evidences show
that the gayageum had already existed in the Korean peninsula before
the 6th century. An ancient Chinese treatise, the Sanguochi("A story
of the Three Kingdoms"), describes that there were Korean native
string Instruments in the Samhan period (3rd-4th centruries AD). A
few pottery figures and clay dolls, that were found in Kyongju, the
capital of the Shilla Dynasty (57 BC-AD 935), clearly depict the
gayageum. An ancient string instrument which was found in Kwangju
in 1997 shows that it might be made before the Christian era.
Therefore, we can assume that the gayageum has been built and
developed from the time when the Korean people settled down in the
peninsula. Also Shiragi-koto(the string instrument of Shilla Dynasty of

An 8th— century) is preserved in Shoshoin Repository in Nara Japan.



The classification of the gayageum

There are two kinds of gayageum ; the Pungryu gayageum (also
called chongak gayvageum or popkum) and Sanjo gayageum. The
former was played in chongak pieces (such as the suite Yongsan
Hoesang) that is the music of the court and the aristocrats. The
latter is smaller in its size than that of the former and was developed
in the late 19th century when the minsogak (Such as the solo
instrumental piece, sanjo), the music of the common people, began to
flourished. Unlike these two kinds of traditional instruments, of twelve
silk strings, many contemporary instruments have thirteen, fifteen,
eighteen, twenty—-one, and twenty—five strings and have polyester

strings in order to perform newly-composed pieces.

The structure of gayageum is divided into three parts : the body,
twelve strings and the movable bridges (called anjok) over which the
strings set. The body of the Pungryu gayageum is fashioned from a
single piece of paulownia wood, while that of the Sanjo gayageum is
a combination of the top from paulownia wood and the rear from
chestnut. The Pungryu gayageum has a wooden peg, called yangidu
(lit. "ram's horns"), at the bottom of the instrument that hold the

strings, while the Sanjo gayageum does not have one.

Music for gayageum

There are three kinds of music for the gayageum @ chongak,
minsogak, and newly-composed music(Contemporary Music). Chongak
is the music of the court and the aristocrats, for example, Yominlak
and Yongsan Hoesang, and is played by the pungryu gayageum.
Minsogak is the music of the common people, for instance, sanjo (a
solo instrumental music), sinawi (an improvisatory instrumental
ensemble music), and gayageum pyongchang (a musical genre that the
gayageum performer simultaneously sings a song), and is played by

the sanjo gayageum.



Court Music(Chongak)

In the chongak music we can feel the beauty of the space that has

the same feeling of Korean traditional paintings. The sound of the
wooden body and the silk string provides us the sound of the nature.
The slow tempo of the music gives the atmosphere of the literati

who enjoys the beauty of the nature in a peaceful mood.

Folk Music(Minsokak)

The folk music provides different mood from the chongak music.

While the chongak music gives a sense of the painting of the
aristocrats, the sanjo can be compared to the painting which depicts
the life of the common people. The sanjo is much faster and lighter
than the chongak music and gives an enjoyable touch of the common
people.

Contemporary Music

Since the 1960s many composers write music for the gayageum.
These newly-composed pieces are performed by the traditional

Instrument or innovated instruments.

The playing technique of the gayageum

The gayageum is played with the lower end pointing somewhat away
from the performer's left ; the top end is supported on the right
knee. The strings are plucked with the fleshy part of the fingers of
the right hand(thumb and first three fingers), as well as by an
outward flick using the finger—nails. Two or three fingers of the left
hand press down on the strings or tremble the strings a few
centimeters to the left of the moveable bridges, thereby making
intermediate pitches available and proudcing various ornaments. This
left hand technique makes the wide vibrato, called nonghyon (lit.
"playing with the string"). Contemporary pieces require numerous new
techniques.



The notation system for the gayageum

The earliest gayageum score is Cholchang Mallok, written by Chol
Ong in 1796. This score contains the gayageum accompanimental
melody for the traditional lyrical songs, called kagok. Most gayageum
scores are notated by chonggan—-po system. The nation system,
invented by King Sejong (1397-1450), is a combination of sqare in
which notes are written down. The chongak music has been written
in this system. The minsogak has been transmitted in the oral
tradition. Since the import of the western music, however, the music
has been transcribed by western staff notation. Most of

newly—composed pieces are written in western staff notation.

The tuning system of the gayageum

Originally, the range of the gayageum is two and a half octave.
Contemporary pieces, when they are composed for the traditional
gayageum, employ twelve pitches within the range. Due to the
structure of the gayageum, a composer can make wider or narrower
range by moving bridges or using the pudul and can make different
scales such as a chromatic scale. We can also make different scales
by moving bridges with left hand during the performance. The
conventional tuning systems of the Traditional tuning system of the
chongak gayageum and sanjo gayageum, 18-string, 25-string

gayageum are as follows
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Sanjo gayageum
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Notation for contemporary gayageum pieces

Traditionally, gayageum court music have been notated by
Chonggab-bo which was invented during the reign of King Sejong
(1397-1450). When the gayageum sanjo notated, the Western staff
notation was used. Most contemporary pieces have been notated by
Western  staff notation. Various symbols, conventional and

newly—designed ones, are employed to write down various techniques.




Symbols for the right hand technique

Tr 12845 « Finger numbers from the thumb to the

little finger(Not necessarily marked)

o
2) JE - Flicking with the index finger to make a
' different tone color when the same tone
/ 1S repeated
3) f g o - Double flicking with the middle finger and
@ ) the index finger
A
I @ ® &
4) X - Flicking with the 4th, 3th, and 2th fingers

5) g: - Flicking with the 5th, 4th, 3th, and 2th
(7 d fingers
6) = - Glissando
C r f
r)



c.S 2.5
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+ ¢.s — Abbreviation for the con sordino : stopping with the palm of

the right hand to make stopping effect
s.s — Abbreviation for the senza sordino : return to the standard

right hand technique after the consordino

_ (1
8) =% - To make an octave higher tone
ﬂj - : it can also make c.s. effect by
< ame 5*trvh2§;. ) )
stopping the half of a string
N LH ARH LY
9] —— i To play with the right hand
e

- To scratch with the thumb finger

0 =
£ - To play with the nail of the thumb finger

- To pluck with the top side of nails.

To make the s.s. effect while the c.s.
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14) =S - To pick up a string with the index
FFawy
o 5 ! finger and the thumb
0 X
15) A — - Tremolo with finger nail
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16) = - Tremolo with finger skin
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17) A ‘l - To vibrate widely
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18) EAs - To vibrate softly
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19) C\ ! - To vibrate after the plain sound
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& - To vibrato before the plain sound
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20) _9 'S f To make an accent on a specific tone
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21) s — =7 — - To push a string violently and shortly
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- To make a wide downward sound from

a half higher tone

- To slide up a tone from a lower tone

- To slide down a tone from a higher tone

- To slide down a tone

* To slide up a tone

- To rolling up a tone from a lower tone

+ To rolling down a tone from a higher tone

- To rolling down a tone
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- To rolling up a tone

- Conventional symbol to slide down a tone

- To push a string to make a higher tone
which 1s made by the upper string
. it can make a different tone color when

the same tones are repeated

- To push a string to make a higher tone
which is made by the next to an upper

string

- To return to the standard tuning after

the two above techniques

- To make an ornament with the thumb of
the left hand

- To slide up or down with a slight vibration
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- After plucking the first note, press the

i
37) i S
@_ I' 2 1 i
Y .-/ string at the second beat and make "g
" by the lingering sound.
38) N' i Right after plucking the first note, make
=" the sound up by pressing the string, then
>
make "g" at the second beat.
39) — - right after plucking the first note, make
= p
&j Y "g" by pressing the string with vibrato at
' . the second beat.
fJ L-I‘l RJ’I
40) =% - To pluck with the left hand
£ P
-
ot
41) (,] - Not to make a vibration
8
7
42) A - To make an vibrato with the upper
(%9 _: — string when two strings are played
b simultaneously
j o
43) H& - To make an vibrato with the down
A =
Hf'}y = string when two strings are played
simultaneously



44) —— + To make an upward or downward
S e — 4 effect with micro tones
3r B 50 .
45) ;” - Stakato

The left hand technique of the gayageum makes various sound
effects. They are not as strong as bowed instruments. However, we
can make confined effects by vibration or putting up or down the
string with the left hand. We can make 4th or 5th degree higher tone
by pulling down a string.
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