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INTRODUCTION


ANNYEONG (HELLO) AND WELCOME, K-POP FAN!


Whether you’re the most devoted BLINK, a founding member of ARMY or just starting out on your K-pop obsession after watching KPop Demon Hunters 35 times, this is the book for you! It’s time to shine a spotlight on the biggest and brightest K-pop groups and stars of all time, diving deep into the secrets of their success. We’ll also explore their biggest hits and the many reasons why they’re so adored.


You’ll find out how K-pop started, what makes it so special, and how it has become such a global phenomenon. Get ready to discover amazing facts about the world of K-pop, find out how to be an even more dedicated fan, and learn some cool Korean words that every K-pop fan needs to know.


Along the way there’ll be quizzes too, to test your knowledge (and make sure that you’re a loyal K-pop stan).


[image: An illustration featuring a girl with bangs and sunglasses perched on her head, resting her folded arms on a table. Surrounding her are thought bubbles with various K-Pop related images, including a microphone, a cat singing, musical notes, and dancing figures.]


ARE YOU READY?


GAJA!*
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CHAPTER 1


IN THE BEGINNING


It’s hard to imagine a world without K-pop, but actually it’s a pretty new genre of music. K-pop started to develop in the 1990s and it quickly became super popular.*


The whole point of K-pop was to create fresh, modern music for YOUNG South Korean people that sounded different from the traditional pop, known as “trot music,” that their parents and grandparents listened to. Young Koreans were bored of listening to slow, old-fashioned, romantic songs (yawn!). They wanted something way more exciting and MUCH, MUCH COOLER. And, fortunately, they were about to get it!




[image: ] CHANGING TIMES





In the 1990s, things were changing. People could vote for the first time, and changes to travel meant that people were able to leave the country on vacation. It meant that lots of people were now able to explore new places and experience other cultures, and they brought fresh ideas home with them. South Koreans had more freedom than ever before and younger people in particular were excited to try new things, and music seemed like a great place to start!




[image: ] ENTER K-POP





In 1992, a group called Seo Taiji and Boys released an edgy yet catchy breakup song called “Nan Arayo (I Know),” which was influenced by rap, rock, and ‘90s pop music. They debuted it on a Korean music show, wearing the latest trendy outfits and showcasing slick, choreographed dance moves. People had never seen or heard anything like it from a Korean group … and it did not go down at all well with the talent show’s judges. They gave Seo Taiji and Boys the lowest score of the night! Music critics were not impressed either, but fortunately younger members of the public disagreed—they absolutely LOVED it. Thanks to them, the song became a huge hit.





[image: ] FACT ALERT!



“Nan Arayo (I Know)” was #1 in Korea for 17 weeks.





The way Seo Taiji and Boys sounded and the things they sang about, combined with the way they dressed and danced, were so different to anything fans had ever seen before. It was exactly what they’d been hoping for, and they couldn’t wait to hear more! This bold new era for music in Korea was unstoppable and the new style of music soon became known as … K-POP!


Although Seo Taiji and Boys are credited with launching K-pop as we know it, the group only lasted for four years and split up in 1996. By then, though, plenty of other artists were making similar music.


K-POP WAS HERE TO STAY!









CHAPTER 2


THE KOREAN WAVE


In the late 1990s, the Korean government set up a Ministry of Culture to protect and develop Korean arts such as literature, movies, and theater, and this included a special K-pop department (which must have been super fun to work in). Korean TV shows and movies were already super popular across Asia, so it made perfect sense to get the world excited about K-pop, too!


The arrival of the internet in the ’90s, closely followed by the rise of social media in the 2000s, made it very easy to tell the world about cool new trends. Starting in Asia, especially in Japan, K-pop quickly spread, along with Korean TV, movies, fashion, and cosmetics. It meant that many K-pop artists learned Japanese and recorded Japanese versions of their albums too. In fact, Korean culture became so popular, so quickly, that it was described as hallyu, or the Korean Wave.


K-pop was firmly established as a music genre by the end of the twentieth century. Although some people from older generations weren’t too keen on K-pop, its success was hard to ignore. Surely, it was only a matter of time before people outside of Asia also started noticing how awesome K-pop was?




[image: ] FIRST GENERATION





Seo Taiji and Boys were part of what is known as the “first generation” of K-pop—the early artists who helped to develop the new genre’s sound and style, as well as increasing its popularity in Korea. These included groups such as H.O.T., S.E.S., G.O.D., and Shinhwa, as well as solo artists such as BoA and RAIN.




[image: ] THE FIRST IDOL GROUP





Record companies thought that if they prepared their artists for every aspect of pop star life, they would have long, successful careers. H.O.T., a group of five male singers and dancers, was one of the first groups to undergo this training process. It became known as “idol” training. (You’ll find out much more about that in chapter 3!)





[image: ] FACT ALERT!



H.O.T. stands for “High-five of Teenagers” and the boy band had five members who were aged 16 to 18 when the group made its debut.





The group made its debut in 1996 and their album We Hate All Kinds of Violence sold more than 1 million copies. Fans loved H.O.T.’s great vocals, cool raps, energetic dance routines, and quirky fashion sense. Although social media was still pretty new at this time, internet forums and chat rooms meant that fans could communicate with each other and their idols. It made fans, who were mostly teenagers, feel like they really “knew” the band members and they could share their thoughts with other people who felt just the same. It was amazing!


This close, interactive relationship with fans would become a key part of K-pop’s success, especially as social media and social networking developed even further in the twenty-first century.




[image: ] GIRL GROUPS





With the success of all-male K-pop groups, it was only a matter of time before female-led groups entered the scene too. One of the first was S.E.S., from the same label as H.O.T. The group’s name was inspired by the initials of the three members of the group – Sea (her real name is Bada), Eugene, and Shoo. S.E.S. made their debut in 1997, and had hits such as “(’Cause) I’m Your Girl” and “Oh My Love.”





[image: ] FACT ALERT!



Group leader Bada can play the piano and her father was a famous Korean trot singer.





Like H.O.T., S.E.S. also went through K-pop training before making their debut. They worked on vocal harmonies and more ballad-inspired pop, although they also incorporated some rap and synchronized dance routines into their music. S.E.S. were also one of the first groups whose fans were so dedicated that they had a collective nickname: Friends (chingu). This trend would become an important part of K-pop fan culture in the future.




[image: ] SECOND GENERATION





It’s no coincidence that the rise of technology and the rise of K-pop happened around the same time. For the “second generation” of K-pop artists, who debuted around the beginning of the 2000s, new tech helped them to reach even greater levels of success than the first generation. As well as being able to connect with their fans via social media, music streaming platforms made it even easier for people to listen to K-pop, too. Video sharing platforms such as YouTube were also becoming more popular.





[image: ] FACT ALERT!



YouTube launched in 2005. Today, people all around the world watch about six billion hours of YouTube every month!





Idol groups such as Big Bang, Girls’ Generation (SNSD), Shinee, 2NE1, Wonder Girls, and Super Junior all debuted in this era.





[image: ] FACT ALERT!



Wonder Girls was the first K-pop group to have a single on the US Billboard Hot 100 chart. “Nobody” reached #76 in 2009.





Despite these amazing achievements, K-pop didn’t really have much of an impact in the US until it’s third generation. In fact, it would take a quirky solo artist to make fans on the US (and the rest of the world) really start to fall in love with K-pop …





[image: ] THE NEXT GENERATION





To prepare the third generation of K-pop idols, record companies went all out to find the best artists. They searched Korea for the best singers, dancers and rappers, as well as people who looked like they had potential or a certain “star quality.”* They recruited people via auditions, social media, and even if they happened to bump into them on the street!


[image: A hand holding a smartphone displaying a video player interface. The screen shows the text ‘Have you got star quality?!’ Below the text, there is a play button and options labelled ‘Like’ and ‘Subscribe.’]









CHAPTER 3


K–POP TRAINING


Being chosen by a record label doesn’t mean that someone is ready to be a K-pop star—quite the opposite! It just means that they are ready to begin SEVERAL YEARS of training. (K-pop stars certainly do not become famous overnight thanks to a viral hit or YouTube video. They have to work really hard for a looooong time.) The K-pop industry sets the highest standards for its artists and they have to learn to be good at lots of different things, including:
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