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Masks are an important element of nearly all cultures of the world, and Korea is no exception.  Similar to masked performances in other cultures, the Korean Mask Dance Drama, t’alch’um, takes advantage of both the representational and transformative powers of masks. Despite this shared characteristic, the Korean Mask Dance Drama exhibits several unique characteristics that make it distinctly Korean, include elements of presentation, content, and purpose.   The highly interactive t’alch’um have performed numerous functions throughout history, from ritualistic to purely entertainment. But one of the unifying themes is its depiction of struggles affecting the common man.   Thus, it can be said that although varied in style and purpose, t’alch’um has played important social, religious, political, and artistic roles in Korean culture.
In this workshop we will describe aspects of t’alch’um that distinguish it from its counterparts in other world cultures, including those of Korea’s neighbors, China and Japan.  In considering the Mask Dance Drama within both historical and cultural contexts, we will examine the important role it has played in reflecting and forming the Korean psyche throughout the ages, both as a form of group therapy as well as a form of self-examination.  While focusing our discussion specifically on the Pongsan Mask Dance Drama, which originated in the southwest area of North Korea in Hwanghae province, we will explore the Korean cultural value of han, as well as the important cathartic, communal, and identity-promoting roles t’alch’um has played throughout the ages.   In doing so, we may learn lessons that are applicable to conflict resolution in today’s world.

