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To Whom Does S-kut Belong ?
—One Aspect of Folk Tradition in a Present-day Korean Farm Village

HONDA Hiroshi

S-kut is a form of folk entertainment that is performed by the inhabitants of K-ri,
an agrarian mountain community in the southwestern part of Korea. S-kut originated
from folk customs and beliefs native to southern Korean peasant villages and continued
to be enjoyed mainly by the local peasantry on the traditional holiday called Paekchung
(the 15th day of the seventh lunar month). It was performed under the sponsorship of
successful farmers or rich landowners. However, since the 1960s heavy industrialization
and expansive urbanization of the Republic of (South) Korea have brought about a
gradually eroding socioeconomic base for supporting rural folk traditions. In the case
of S-kut, it became more and more difficult to maintain the system for recruiting its
performers and redistributing a part of the community’s surplus product to its
preservation. The annual performance of S-kut was in danger of extinction.

Then, among the growing urban population, especially modern intellectuals, a
movement arose to discover anti-modern spiritual, aesthetic, or utilitarian values in
traditional folk culture, which may be summed up in the word “minsok’. Power elites
of the nation-state in South Korea began to appropriate various elements of native folk
culture from their original contexts in an effort to reconstitute them into a national
culture, which they called “minsok-munhwa’. S-kut was one of those elements.

At the time when S-kut was “exhumed” in this fashion and introduced to the public
by a professional folklorist, two ambivalent factors mentioned above --- local and
national --- were activated in relation to Korean folk traditions. For example, at the
annual National Folk Art Contest S-kut was awarded first prize as a representative folk
art form of the province to which the village of K-ri belonged.

Since then, both the manner and context in which S-kut was performed changed
tremendously. Its composition was rearranged for the Contest, making into a public
performance art rather than a form of folk entertainment prize. This reconstitued form
has come to be performed for audiences who attend K-ri's Paekchung festival, which
is now sponsored by state agencies and the local government and covered by the
national media.

Today the relatively poor citizens of K-ri, having been incorporated into the
powerful nation-state of South Korea, are barely able to carry on their folk enter-
tainment tradition by embodying “minsok” anti-modern values (which nevertheless
are products of modernity) and thus playing their part in the state enterprise of

inventing a national culture.
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