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Abstract The year 1945 was an important turning point in Korean popular music history: before 
then, Japanese influences dominated, but afterward, American influences rapidly 
expanded. There are many traces of this influence in Korean popular music of the 1950s, 
one of which is the frequent appearance of the theme of cowboys and ranches. In the 
1930s, the ranch was used very rarely in Korean popular songs, and it was imagined as 
an exotic and modern space. The word cowboy was not used at all, and instead the 
Korean expression Mokdong (목동, 牧童) was used. “Mokdong” had a strongly 
traditional and localized image as shown in ink and brush painting or in folk stories.  

In Korean popular songs of the 1950s, however, the use of “ranches” (목장)  increased 
significantly, and the images became exotic and unrealistically romanticized. The word 
“Cowboy” (카우보이) was also used more often, almost replacing Mokdong. The word 
“Cowboy” in lyrics nurtured an exotic and stylish image in the listener’s mind. Although 
the use of cowboys and ranches as a subject matter expanded, it did not immediately lead 
to the establishment of the Country & Western genre in popular music. The musical 
distinctions among various American popular music genres were neither important nor 
easy for Koreans at the time. For many Koreans, the clearly recognizable images of 
cowboys and ranches were more important than the ambiguous musical style of Country 
& Western. The exotic and romanticized image of cowboys and ranches, far removed 
from reality in American popular culture, was the key to their popularity. 
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