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A Study on the Musical Expression of the Korean Language
in Geon—Yong Lee’s Operas:
Focusing on A Little Monk(2004) and
The Prince and Christmas(2010)

Minhee Lee

This study analyzes the relationship between the Korean language and melody in the
works of Geon-Yong Lee, a leading Korean opera composer, focusing on several arias
and choruses from Opera A Little Monk (2004) and Opera The Prince and Christmas
(2010). In conducting this analysis, the study utilizes the inherent features of the Korean
language, such as its rhythm patterns, pitch, intonation, syllable-timed characteristics,
and rhythm units, as well as the concepts of meter accent and rhythm accent in music.

The analysis reveals that in Geon-Yong Lee’s operas, sentences and rhythm units are
musically adapted while maintaining their original linguistic breath. The rhythmic struc-
ture, modifying structures, word pitch, and sentence intonation of the Korean language
combine with various meter accents and rhythm accents to enhance the meaning of
the text.

Furthermore, Geon-Yong Lee’s operas introduced new rhythms or accents to words
and sentences through music. In such cases, these melodies conveyed dialect usage or
helped to concretize individual characters’ personalities. The syllable-timed nature of the
Korean language is also reflected in the evenly distributed, clearly perceivable text within
a regular musical flow. This formed the basis for the distinctive expressiveness of the
contrapuntal textures.

By introducing chromatic sections, the operas allowed the text being articulated in
those parts to be heard in a unique manner. Additionally, they musically implemented
interactive discourse styles, emotional speech repetitions, and linguistic behaviors char-

acteristic of specific age groups, as observed in real language use.
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