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NEW PLAYERS IN THE GLOBAL
TELEVISION FILM INDUSTRY

(Evolution and National Characteristics of Korean TV Drama)

Nana Dolidze

Keywords: TV series, Korean series, Asian content, Dorama, Sagic, TV drama, Sageuk, K-drama

European and American pop culture.

f'\ gorgian viewers’ engagement with TV series began

with lzaura, a Brazilian show that aired in 1976 but
J reached Soviet TV only in 1988. This series, filled
with patterns and stereotypes, captivated audiences
across the 15 Soviet republics, introducing a format that
fueled continual anticipation and curiosity with the ques-
tion, “What will happen next?” Within a decade, Geor-
gian audiences expanded their taste to include TV series
from Brazil, Mexico, Italy, America, and other countries.
This period saw a diversification in formats and genres,
along with improvements in dramaturgical schemes. The
21t century marked a pivotal shift as series transitioned
from TV screens to online platforms. Audiences, weary of
the constant wait for new episodes, embraced the flexi-
bility offered by streaming services. These platforms pro-
vided a more comfortable environment, allowing viewers
to choose the genre and production country of the se-
ries they wanted to watch. Most importantly, the new
viewing behavior did away with the need to wait for the
next episode, as streaming platforms enabled viewers to
create their own viewing schedules. This shift to online
platforms also changed the culture from collective to indi-
vidual viewing experiences, providing a means of escape
from stressful daily life. The evolution of television drama,
influenced by technological, economic, cultural, and po-
litical factors, led to a shift in dominance from American
and British productions to new competitors like Turkish

The article tells about a new player in the TV movie industry: Korean TV series. It took just 30 years for South
Korea to transform from an agrarian country into an undisputed leader in television film production, competing with

Along with technolagical, economic, cultural or political factors, the formation of the national model of television
drama played a decisive role. Today, the Korean TV series creates favorable conditions for the development of
the country’s economy and a positive image, and in the political sense it performs the function of “soft power” by
increasing the influence of the country’s traditions and values on the formation of world culture.

series, and more recently, South Korean and Chinese TV
dramas. These changes illustrate the dynamic nature of
modern media consumption, shaped by global influences.

What is a Dorama? A dorama is a type of television
drama or movie produced in various Asian countries, in-
cluding Korea, Japan, China, Taiwan, Thailand, and oth-
ers. The term dorama originates from Japan, where it is
known as terebi dorama, a Japanese adaptation of the
English word drama. These productions are distinct from
typical Western series in terms of plot, setting, and es-
pecially format. If Western series episodes typically last
20-40 minutes, dorama episodes often run 60-90 minutes,
similar to a full-length film. Additionally, unlike European
and American TV series, which can span across multi-
ple seasons over several years, Eastern doramas usually
comprise a single season with a specific number of ep-
isodes, commonly 10, 16, or even up to 24. This structure
likens them to a multi-episode film, offering a compact
and immersive viewing experience. The growing popu-
larity of doramas is attributed to their unique fusion of
Western and Eastern values, and their role in promoting
cultural identities beyond their borders. According to Flix-
Patrol, which monitors streaming platforms in numerous
countries, Asian content on Netflix, particularly from Ko-
rea, has gained significant prominence, even surpassing
European content. An example of this trend is the 2021
Korean series Squid Game, a global sensation, introduc-
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ing Korean culture to a broad international audience, in-
cluding those previously unfamiliar with it.

The origins of South Korean dramas can be traced
back to the 1920s with the introduction of radio shows,
and television series began broadcasting in the 1960s.
Due to limited television receivers, these early TV series
did not achieve significant economic success. A landmark
moment in the history of Korean dramas was in 1987 with
Kim Sukhion’s drama Love and Ambition, capturing the
attention of 80% of South Korea’s TV audience, marking
its first major commercial success. This era marked the
beginning of the phenomenon known as Hallyu, or the
Korean Wave, a term first used by Beijing journalists in
the 1990s to describe the rising popularity of the Korean
entertainment industry. Hallyu played a significant role in
South Korea’s economic development and in enhancing
the country’s image, serving as a form of cultural soft
power by spreading Korean traditions and values glob-
ally. The late 1990s witnessed technological advance-
ments and international acclaim in the Korean film and
cultural industry. This period saw an expansion of Korean
culture worldwide, propelled by the internet, social me-
dia, YouTube, and streaming platforms. These channels
have been instrumental in popularizing Korean language,
cinema, K-pop music, design, cuisine, electronics, and
cosmetics. This ongoing process continues to influence
global trends and preferences.

During its transformation from an agrarian society
to a high-tech state, Korea positioned its culture as the
cornerstone of its audiovisual production. This strategic
focus not only served as an instrument of diplomatic re-
lations between countries but also elevated Korea to the
status of a global influencer in the realm of culture and
art.

This cultural renaissance was set against the back-
drop of a 35-year Japanese occupation (1910-1945) that
concluded at the end of the Second World War. Post-
war, South Korea’s industry initially lagged behind North
Korea’s. However, through strategic state planning and
targeted investment, South Korea achieved remarkable
growth over three decades, yielding increasingly pro-
gressive results. The reform movement gained significant
momentum in 1991 with the establishment of the Korea
Foundation, whose mission was to disseminate knowl-
edge about Korea and leverage it to strengthen interna-
tional ties. In a notable advancement, 1994 saw the launch
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of independent commercial TV channels SBS and KNN.
This development sparked intense competition in the
broadcasting sector and led to a surge in mass television
productions aimed at captivating a broad audience. This
period marked a pivotal chapter in Korea’s cultural evo-
lution, setting the stage for its subsequent global impact.

In 1994, President Kim Yong Sam identified Korean
culture as a key element of the country’s audiovisual
production, committing substantial efforts to its devel-
opment. This focus on culture became increasingly sig-
nificant against the backdrop of the 1997 Asian financial
crisis, a theme later echoed in the 2022 TV series Twen-
ty-Five, Twenty-One. As a result, Korean culture, includ-
ing its cinema and music, experienced a marked upsurge.
The sector rapidly evolved into a vital component of the
national economy, showcasing the effective strategy em-
ployed by the country to promote its cultural products.
This strategic emphasis not only helped in mitigating the
impacts of the financial crisis but also played a crucial
role in establishing South Korea as a significant player in
the global cultural and economic landscape.

Initially, the focus was on the American market, fol-
lowed by successful expansions into Taiwan, Hong Kong,
and other regions. Until 2017, Korean TV series predom-
inantly targeted the Chinese market, but this changed
when foreign dramas were banned in China. Conse-
quently, Hallyu shifted its attention westward. Western
audiences, who had been introduced to Korean culture
through notable films like The /sland (2000) and Oldboy
(2003), were more or less prepared to embrace Korean
cultural offerings. Additionally, the allure of K-pop began
to captivate young music fans in these regions.

Doramas can be categorized into two distinct types.
The first type resembles a TV soap opera, focusing on in-
tricate relationships between spouses, family members,
relatives, and often featuring love triangles. Unlike typi-
cal soap operas with their never-ending storylines, these
shows usually weave the narratives of multiple charac-
ters into a single, cohesive plot. The second type of dora-
ma delves into Korean history and is commonly referred
to as sagas. These historical dramas offer a glimpse into
the nation’s past, often portraying significant events and
figures in Korean history.

Regardless of the genre, the two primary types of
doramas are the trendy drama and sagik or historical
series. Trendy dramas are conventionally modern, focus-
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ing on contemporary themes, whereas sagik delves into
Korean history, typically pre-19" century. These histor-
ical series often highlight famous battles, kings, com-
manders-in-chief, and political intrigues of a chosen era.
Among these historical dramas, fusion-sagiks stand out
as a sub-genre. They are based on real historical figures,
albeit with artistic embellishments. A hallmark of sagik
is the intricate interweaving of storylines, coupled with
elaborate costumes, sets, special effects, and the inclu-
sion of battle scenes. These elements combine to create a
visually rich and narratively complex portrayal of Korea’s
historical tapestry.

Modern dramas encompass various genres, with par-
ticular popularity seen in themes revolving around fam-
ily relationships, love, and pressing social issues. These
topics frequently resonate with society, thereby securing
high viewership ratings.

A distinctive aspect of these dramas is their pro-
duction style. Each script is typically crafted by a single
screenwriter, often a woman, who collaborates closely
with the director. This partnership ensures a unique and
consistent style across the drama. Interestingly, these
screenwriters are not limited to drama and melodrama;
they often venture into genres like horror and fantasy.

Another notable feature is the higher royalties re-
ceived by these screenwriters compared to their counter-
parts in the Korean film industry. This financial incentive,
along with the broader fame they enjoy, similarly extends
to directors and actors involved in these dramas.

Script modification in South Korean dramas is a con-
tinuous process that defies traditional filmmaking norms.
This dynamic approach begins with closely monitoring
audience reactions immediately after the airing of the
first and second episodes. The production is particular-
ly attuned to viewer feedback, especially after the initial
four episodes, crafting the script daily to reflect the audi-
ence’s mood. This makes South Korean drama production
arguably the most interactive in the film industry. Studios
actively engage with audience suggestions, criticisms,
and complaints, often deliberating these inputs in on-
line communities. Such is the responsiveness that script
changes can occur minutes before shooting. This viewer
involvement in series creation is a key factor behind the
phenomenal success of K-dramas. However, this method
of organizing filming, despite its economic advantages,
has a downside. The production crew and actors often
work under strenuous conditions, sometimes completing

an entire episode in a single day. In extreme cases, actors
have been known to receive intravenous drips on set to
maintain their performance. The charm of Korean dramas
lies in their inherent optimism, resembling fairy tales that
inspire and motivate viewers with the idea that anything
is possible. This quality not only alters the inner mood of
the audience but also shapes their overall perspective to-
wards life.

Dramas, being a staple of local television in South
Korea, are subject to strict censorship guidelines. Scenes
depicting cruelty or explicit content are rare (with ex-
ceptions like Oldboy and Squid Game). Even in dramas
with darker atmospheres, images of blood, bodies, and
weapons are often blurred—this rule applies to all sharp
objects, regardless of their intended use. Censorship also
extends to the portrayal of cigarettes, tattoos, and certain
brands that do not benefit the Korean economy. The de-
piction of erotic scenes is generally prohibited.

Despite these restrictions, Korean dramas do not shy
away from exploring pressing and sensitive topics such
as social inequality, historical tragedies, love triangles,
complex intrigues, mysterious heroes, and emotionally
charged events. They compensate for the censorship with
rich, multi-dimensional storytelling and deep character
development.

Korean dramas offer a diverse range of genres, far
from the traditional and monotonous style of soap operas.
Viewers can find a variety of genres to suit their tastes, in-
cluding historical fantasy blending real and fictional char-
acters, horror, detective thrillers, mysteries, melodramatic
historical dramas, mythological melodramas, paranormal
comedies, revenge narratives, legal and medical dramas,
and even stories involving alien conspiracies. Each year,
over a hundred new TV series are released, presenting
familiar genre tropes in innovative and unexpected ways.
These dramas often reflect religious influences (Bud-
dhism, Shamanism, Confucianism) and genuine emo-
tions, while constantly introducing fresh narratives and
atypical plots that spark curiosity. They frequently defy
genre conventions, sometimes blending multiple genres
simultaneously. Many of these dramas are adapted from
South Korean webcomics, or Webtoons, a popular read-
ing choice on tablets and smartphones. This popularity
makes Webtoon readers a potential audience for dramas
based on these comics, further broadening the appeal and
reach of Korean dramas.

A specialized study by the University of Vienna fo-
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cused on uncovering the secret behind the success of Ko-
rean dramas. The findings reveal that, irrespective of plot,
genre, or format, the underlying appeal of these dramas
is rooted in Confucian values. These include themes of
family, love, life, respect for elders, a sense of duty and
will, generosity, and humanism. These moral values are
universal, resonating with individuals across different
nationalities and cultural backgrounds. This universal ap-
peal is key to the widespread success and relatability of
Korean dramas.

The emotional depth and character portrayals in Ko-
rean dramas are pivotal to their popularity. Audiences
often see themselves in the characters on screen, expe-
riencing the same emotions as the protagonists. This is
why dramas invest heavily not only in the storyline but
also in the actors’ performances and the musical score,
all of which contribute to the overall emotional impact.
A significant portion of a drama’s budget is allocated to
music, recognizing its crucial role in amplifying emotion-
al resonance. The intent is for the audience to perceive
moments, events, and situations with the same lyricism,
intensity, or tragedy as envisioned by the director. Often,
viewers are unaware of how profoundly the musical nar-
rative influences them. All Korean series feature original
soundtracks, which have a fan following of their own.
The success of these 0STs (Original Soundtracks) can be
indicative of the dorama’s future success. Furthermore,
filming locations of dramas often become fan-favorite
destinations, with a dedicated website for tracking these
sites.

There is a unique respect for age differences in Ko-
rean culture, where even a one-month age gap can es-
tablish seniority, carrying the same expectations as for
someone significantly older. Relationships in these dra-
mas are explored through daily routines, comforts, duties,
love, fun, and various social roles, without necessarily
striving for realism or a depiction of life as it is. American
economist Uwe Reinhardt has dedicated significant work
to Korean drama in his Introduction to Korean Drama.' He
notes that the narratives within these dramas are invar-
iably schematic and stylized, underscoring their distinct
approach to storytelling.

Achieving empathy in Korean dramas hinges on the
ability to convey complex emotional spectrums through
outstanding acting skills. Consequently, alongside the

1 Tynupmanan, 10-PA-MbI, 2020.
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storyline and theme, the actors themselves are a crucial
factor in the popularity of these dramas. The lead char-
acters are often played by celebrities, including singers
and models.

Doramas tend to be more conservative compared to
Western series. The portrayal of love is subtle, and nudity
is taboo. The emphasis is on the conflict and interplay of
flirting, approval, adoration, unrequited feelings, spiritual,
and family values. Relationships develop slowly, with
characters often taking time to fall in love. They express
affection through actions, gestures, and small details,
with even a handshake or a pat on the back serving as
significant gestures of intimacy.

In Korean culture, respect for personal space is para-
mount, so physical interactions like handshakes or shoul-
der touches are rare. The wedding ritual holds a special
place, reflecting the nation’s unique traditions and em-
phasizing respect. In historical dramas, the approval of
senior family members is crucial; their wisdom and ex-
perience are seen as protective. The marriage process
involves a ritual of gift-giving, where acceptance of gifts
by the bride’s family implies consent. The bride’s attire,
a long silk dress called hanbok, is typically red, while
the groom’s is blue. These colors, central to the Korean
flag, symbolize balance in relationships. The couple’s first
meeting might occur during the ritual, which includes
bows to the heavens, earth, elders, and each other.
Wooden figures of a pair of wild geese, symbalizing life-
long partnership, are also an essential part of the ritual.

In Korean dramas, special emphasis is placed on
showcasing Korean cuisine and traditional dishes. Food
is portrayed not just as sustenance but as an expression
of health, attention, warmth, and care, often enveloped
in ritualistic significance. The diet predominantly fea-
tures seafood, fish, vegetables, grains, and poultry. Beef,
being an expensive commadity, is showcased in dramas
primarily to depict an act of special respect. A quintes-
sential dish for birthdays is seaweed soup, symbolizing
well-being. Viewers of almost all doramas will notice
the ubiquitous presence of rice balls (serving the role of
bread), and the national dish kimchi, made from ferment-
ed vegetables and spicy seasonings. Soju, the most pop-
ular alcoholic beverage in Korea, also frequently appears,
accompanied by its own specific rules and etiquette for
consumption. These culinary elements in dramas not only
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add authenticity but also serve as a cultural bridge, intro-
ducing viewers to the rich and varied tapestry of Korean
gastronomy.

An integral aspect of Korean culture is the tradition
of removing shoes upon entering a home, reflecting a
deep-seated respect for cleanliness and order. The Kore-
an beauty standard places special emphasis on appear-
ance, facial expressions, and body language. Notably,
men are as engaged in using cosmetics as women, un-
derscoring a broad cultural acceptance of grooming and
skincare. With the increasing export of Korean culture,
several elements have garnered global attention. Korean
cosmetic products, renowned for their quality and inno-
vation, have become widely popular. K-pop concerts have
captivated audiences worldwide, with hits like Gangnam
Style resonating in nightclubs across the globe. Addi-
tionally, locations featured in popular films have become
tourist attractions, highlighting the nation’s cinematic
influence. The appeal of Korean cuisine, with its unique
flavors and dishes, has also captured international inter-
est. Korea presents a striking blend of tradition and mo-
dernity, where alongside cutting-edge technological ad-
vancements, traditional practices continue to thrive. The
country’s readiness to embrace innovation without losing
sight of its cultural roots is a defining characteristic of its
global appeal.

Reflecting the burgeoning global interest in South
Korean cinema, the streaming service Netflix has commit-
ted to investing $2.5 billion in the industry over the next
four years. This significant financial injection commenced
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with a $500 million investment in 2023, an amount that
notably doubles the investment made in Korean dramas
between 2016 and 2021. As Ted Sarandos, a key figure at
Netflix, expressed, “We made this decision in the hope
that the Korean creative industry will continue to tell us
extraordinary stories.” This statement underscores the
confidence and anticipation in the continued growth and
innovation of South Korean cinematic storytelling.?

For those eager to delve into the extraordinary stories
and the rich, captivating, and unique culture of Korea as
depicted in these chart-topping dramas: Dramas offer an
amazing blend of genres, including social and historical
drama, thriller, fantasy, melodrama, romance, mysticism,
folklore, horror, and comedy:
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5. Healer

6. Crash Landing on You

7. Strangers from Hell
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10. Happiness
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