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ABSTRACT

A Study on a Modern Musical

as a Criticism of Society

Kim, Ji Eun
Department of Music
(Composition)
Graduate School of

Sungshin Women's University

Modern society is a product of rational reasoning that is structural,
systematic, and organizational, and the rationality has influenced politics,
economics, education, culture, and art of the society. The tendency to focus on
human reason dates back to Ancient Greek and still exists today. It has
influenced people to judge the values of life based on the quantity, which is
direct evidence that the value of human reason was reduced to be purely
instrumental.

The rational reasoning contributed to the Industrial Revolution, providing
more material abundance for less time. Spiritual values such as human
dignity, however, were pushed behind material values accordingly.
Furthermore, the rationality affected the judging criteria of culture and art
works. People pay more attention to the number of people who are interested
in the works and the level of their economic values, instead of artistic values
of the works. Art works of today are simply classified into ‘good works’ or
‘not-good works’ and their internal properties do not draw any attention from

the general public.
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Social philosophers of the 20"century, including Theodor W. Adorno and
Walter Benjamin of the Frankfurt School were skeptical about the fall of
human reason into instrumental means and criticized the social phenomena
influenced by human reason. They shared an understanding that artworks can
be used to criticize the society. Theodor W. Adorno was interested in using
the pure instrumental music to express social ills while Walter Benjamin paid
attention to art genre from his literary theory and the age of mechanical
reproduction. Benjamin dentified the shift of the major class to enjoy the
culture and art from limited number of ruling class into the general public and
spoke about the importance of the role of public art.

Scholars of the Frankfurt School expressed concerns over the uncritical
acceptance of general public on the ideology of the day including Nazism and
Fascism and tried to use the social functions of art works to deliver their
concerns to people. They believed that art could be used in different ways to
deliver social messages.

In the 20th century, Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weil used epic music theater
to raise the critical social awareness of the general public, and The
Threepenny Opera is at the core of their collaborations. Brecht hindered the
audience from being immersed in the Opera by keeping distance from the
work while Weil used features in public music to prevent the audience from
being absorbed in the Opera. Their methods helped the general public develop
an objective point of view and identify social problems from the opera that
criticized the society of the day.

The modern musical is a combination of music and theater like the epic
music theater of Brecht and Weil, and it is one of the most influential public
art genres. It doesn’t keep distance from the audience. Instead, it absorbs the
audience and assimilates them into the social context of the work. Also, it
uses a wide range of music genres including popular music to maximize

expression. Therefore, the modern musical will use the unlimited express of
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music and theater to motivate critical social awareness and deliver right
messages to today’s society. In addition, the modern musical will not lose the
essence of art work while carrying out its functions to criticize the society in

formats more friendly to the general public.
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