
















Appearance of Sanjo gayageum

DETAIL INFORMATION VIEW

Dolgwae Dolgwae plays a role of adjusting the tension of gayageum strings; by spinning the dolgwae, it makes the strings 

loose or tight. Thus, dolgwae adjusts the delicate tone change.



Profile Interview Listen to music

DETAIL INFORMATION VIEW

Sanjo gayageum introduced by 
the Sanjo gayageum master, Ji, Seong-ja



DETAIL INFORMATION VIEW

Sanjo gayageum introduced by 
the Sanjo gayageum master, Ji, Seong-ja

·1945 Born in Seoul, Studied under the gayageum master Geum-

yeon Seong, Yeong-hee Ji, Yeong-suk Han, Cho-wal Park, Seung-

hee Choi, Myung-hwan Kim

·1963 Received the top prize in the Asia Folk and Art Contest 

·1990 Received the grand award (performance part), in KBS Gugak 

Present A director of the committee ‘Tokyo-Korea YMCA Interna-

tional Cultural Division’, a representative of the ‘Geum-yeon Seong  

Garak Preservation Institute’, a holder of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

the number 40 ‘Gayageum, Sanjo’, in Jeollabuk-do Province 

Ji, Seong-ja
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Sanjo gayageum introduced by 
the Sanjo gayageum master, Ji, Seong-ja

Q. What kinds of music are played by the Sanjo (folk music) gayageum?

First of all, the Sanjo gayageum differs from the Jeongak (classic music) gayageum in its size. Sanjo music can be 

played as a solo piece, and then there is minyo (traditional folk song) that can be played as an instrumental accom-

paniment for folk songs. Furthermore, there is sinawe which plays an important role in traditional Korean music. 

Therefore, although we can create music with the Sanjo gayageum, the Sanjo, minyo, and sinawe are mostly used in 

traditional ways.

Q. What are the main characteristics of the Sanjo gayageum?

When you play the Sanjo gayageum, the center of gravity of the right hand is important, but nonghyun (a kind of 

playing style with strings vibrating up and down) that is used by the left hand is more important. As you watch how 

to play the nonghyun, now I am sure you realize the role of left hand is very important. Since the sound is expressed 

with long-drawn sound made by the left hand, the left hand is very important. Therefore, the longer the sound is, the 

better you can decorate it.

Q. How meaningful is the gayageum to you?

When I experienced the gayageum for the first time, I was in my mother’s womb (gayageum master Seong, Geum-

yeon). I am certain that I could hear a variety of sounds from the world outside. Later, when I was a little kid, I 

couldn't play the instrument since my hands were so small. However, I learned Korean ballet instead, and then when 

I was around 10 years old, I started to learn the gayageum by just mimicking the way my mother was playing in 

front of me. Being absorbed with playing the gayageum, the years have passed. To me, the Sanjo gayageum is life 

itself. Therefore, I think Sanjo is the sound which best expresses one's life. The sound is good to listen to when you 

are young, yet you can still enjoy the good sound as you get older with a certain relaxed point of view towards the 

world. That is why I prefer the Sanjo gayageum. I like the feeling that I can express myself by playing the gayage-

um, as it helps tell my stories in a deep, heart-felt manner whenever I need to.

Q. How about a word to people who want to learn the Sanjo gayageum?

The basic posture to play the gayageum is to put it on the legs gently like how you might put a baby, so that you may 

feel the gayageum as if it is a baby smiling up towards you as a mother. When playing, we usually say 'plucking the 

gayageum string'. I think playing the gayageum is akin to cooperating with family members in that the harmony is 

important in gayageum. There are many different kinds of playing styles besides the 'plucking style.’ Plucking and 

flicking - this is the balance of yin and yang. Tightening and releasing - this is also yin and yang. I guess you may al-

ready know the concept of yin and yang. The more playing styles - such as holding and releasing, pulling and gently 

pushing, changing turns, and so on - are also used. The left hand keeps following the movement of the right hand.
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Sanjo gayageum introduced by 
the Sanjo gayageum master, Ji, Seong-ja

Byeongchang-gok (singing ‘Chang’, playing the gayageum at the same time), played by the sanjo gayageum master Ji, Seong-ja: 
‘Cheonja (thousand-character)-dui-pul-i’, Chunhyang-ga
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How to play the Sanjo gayageum

Right hand      Different from Jeongak gayageum, the 'plucking’ style is 

mostly used for Sanjo gayageum. Besides this, ‘flicking with the finger 

nails’, ‘turning hand upside down with the thumb and the index finger pull-

ing strings’ and ‘simultaneously plucking with the thumb and the middle 

finger’ are used with the right hand.

Left hand      The left hand performs ‘Nonghyun’ (a playing style of vibrat-

ing a string up and down) which plays a role to connect a musical note with 

another, and fills the gap of changing notes, thereby giving splendid variety 

to the tone color, or decorating tones.
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How to play the Sanjo gayageum

For plucking, the thumb, index finger, and middle finger of the right hand are used. Insert the flank side of the 

finger tips under the strings, and then strongly pull the strings upwards in a plucking motion.
Plucking

Flicking

Sequential 
Flicking

Pulling 
& Plucking, 

Pushing, 
Turning upside 

down
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How to play the Sanjo gayageum

Slightly bend the thumb and the index finger, and then extend the fingers so that the index finger nail flicks the 

string. This style is usually used right after plucking a string with the index finger.
Plucking

Flicking

Sequential 
Flicking

Pulling 
& Plucking, 

Pushing, 
Turning upside 

down
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How to play the Sanjo gayageum

It is also called ‘Ssang-Twigim’. In order to make sounds in a sequential order, flick the strings in a likewise se-

quence. For the first note, flick with the middle finger, and for the second note, flick with the index finger.
Plucking

Flicking

Sequential 
Flicking

Pulling 
& Plucking, 

Pushing, 
Turning upside 

down
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Improved gayageum

15-string gayageum This version was first manufactured by gayageum master Geum-yeon Seong during the 1960s, with 3 

more strings added to the original 12 strings. One of the additional strings is located between the first 

string and the second string, while another additional string is located between the third string and the 

fourth string, and finally another additional string is added next to the 12th string. Therefore, with these 

three added strings, the performer can play a wider range of gayageum music according to use and 

style, with no need to tune accordingly. This 15-string gayageum can maintain tone, color and volume 

with little variance in tuning from the original 12-string gayageum.

This was first made by composer Seong-cheon Lee in 1985. Considering maximum and minimum 

tensions possible with the silk threads used on the gayageum, 9 more strings have been added on 

the upper side or the lower side of the original 12 strings. As for tuning, it is mostly tuned to a penta-

tonic scale (5 scale), although it is sometimes tuned to a heptatonic scale (7 scale), according to the 

genre of music to be played. With a wide range of pitch and the ability to play a heptatonic scale, the 

21-string gayageum is usually used for playing creative music.

This gayageum version was first manufactured in 1994, and can be tuned to a heptatonic scale. Since 

1998, it has been the most widely used gayageum by performers of major traditional Korean music or-

chestras, or even by individual performers around the nation.

21-string gayageum

25-string gayageum


