
Korea Journal, vol. 57, no. 2 (summer 2017): 153–180.
© Korean National Commission for UNESCO, 2017

*  This work was supported by the Academy of Korean Studies Grant (AKS-2014-R25).

Seoha MIN is Assistant Professor in the Department of Consumer, Apparel, and Retail 
Studies at the University of North Carolina, Greensboro. E-mail: s_min@uncg.edu.

Byoungho JIN is Putnam and Hayes Distinguished Professor in the Department of Consumer, 
Apparel, and Retail Studies at the University of North Carolina, Greensboro. E-mail: B_Jin@
uncg.edu.

Exploring Challenges and Strategies in 
Promoting Korean Culture through  
Museum Exhibition in the United States*

Seoha MIN and Byoungho JIN

Abstract

A number of countries have attempted to promote their national image to increase glob-
al competitiveness. As one way of promoting the national image, we have focused on the 
museum venue, which significantly facilitates the experience of new cultures. This study 
explores the challenges and strategies in promoting Korean culture through museum 
exhibitions in the United States. By examining the presentation of Korean culture 
through museum exhibitions in the United States, this research will benefit other coun-
tries striving to promote their national images by maximizing available cultural resources. 
To achieve its research purposes, this study conducted two phases: (1) we counted, cate-
gorized, and analyzed Korean cultural objects exhibited by representative museums 
online to understand how Korean culture has been presented; and (2) interviews were 
conducted of curators currently involved with Korean art to explore challenges they have 
experienced in promoting Korean cultural objects via museum exhibitions. Based on the 
collected data, we were able to identify several themes regarding the challenges and pro-
motional strategies of museums exhibiting Korean cultural objects. The findings of this 
study will provide curators and museums with practical insights into promoting Korean 
culture through museum exhibitions.

Keywords: museums, curators, national image, culture, Korea, cultural objects



154 KOREA JOURNAL / sUmmER 2017

Introduction

The Korean Wave, also known as Hallyu, refers to the global spread of South 
Korean culture (Lee 2011). The Korean Wave brings in over US$ one billion 
in revenue annually to South Korea through cultural exports (Kim 2010). To 
expand the Korean Wave to the entirety of industry, the Korean government 
has aggressive ly invested in promoting Korean culture around the world.  
As part of this effort, the Korean Culture and Tourism Institute (KCTI) 
invested 270 billion won in the “Han Brand” project from 2009 to 2011 in an 
effort to raise the national brand value of Korea. Despite significant invest-
ment  from the Korean government, it is deemed that the Korean national 
image has yet to be clearly established, a notion supported by Jack Trout, 
founder of an international marketing strategy firm (Shin 2009). According 
to Trout, there is no clear product or cultural identity representing the na-
tional image of Korea in the global marketplace. In addition, several Korean 
designers targeting the global market have indicated that they tend to hide 
their cultural identity for fear of the potentially unfavorable effect it could 
have on their design (Min 2015). Since national image determines national 
success in selling goods on the global market (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006), it 
is in the best interest of both the Korean government and Korean firms to 
explore ways through which the Korean national image can be effectively 
promoted. 

The term “national image” comprises the comprehensive images that 
consumers develop toward a particular country (Josiassen et al. 2013); thus, it 
can be created by a variety of factors, such as cultural objects, economic and 
political maturity, historical events, the degree of technological virtuosity, and 
traditions (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006). Among those factors, cultural objects 
often play a significant role in promoting the national image of the country of 
that object’s origin (Josiassen et al. 2013). It is widely agreed that Korea pos-
sesses numerous unique cultural elements, such as the pattern of bogaji (cloth 
wrapper), the color combinations of dancheong 丹靑 (traditional multicolored 
paintwork on wooden buildings), and the jagae (mother-of-pearl) embellish-
ment. Nonetheless, very limited studies have attempted to understand how 
Korean cultural objects are presented and communicated to the world. Such 
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understanding is critical because without it the Korean national image cannot 
be effectively promoted and utilized in marketing Korean brands in the global 
market. 

As one good way to promote their culture and further their national 
image, a number of countries have supported museums. Museums help 
people come to a better understanding of and appreciation for various 
groups and cultures. They promote a better understanding of our collective 
heritage, and foster dialogue, curiosity, and self-reflection (Wages 2014). In 
addition, museums have enjoyed huge success in terms of increasing tourist 
draw. The American Alliance of Museums has indicated that there are 
approximately 850 million visits each year to museums in the United States, 
and that number continues to grow.1 Americans from all ranges of income 
and education visit museums. Visiting a museum has become a significant 
venue for experiencing a new culture. Therefore, through museum, a coun-
try might make significant strategic use of its cultural objects to promote the 
national image worldwide. 

Nevertheless, numerous museums have experienced challenges, such as 
financial pressures and difficulties in curatorial management (Paroissien 
2006). Naturally, such difficulties hamper the promotion of culture through 
museum exhibitions; therefore, strategies to overcome such difficulties must 
also be explored. Hence, the purpose of the study is to explore challenges 
and strategies in the promotion of Korean culture through museum exhibi-
tions in the United States. We focused on the American museums because 
of that country’s large tourist numbers and its impact on global cultures. 
The term “Korean cultural objects” used in this study refers to objects from 
Korea that are representative of the Korean culture, to include both ancient 
and contemporary objects. To achieve the research purpose, this qualitative 
study conducted two phases. The first phase included an analysis of the 
Korean cultural objects exhibited at representative American museums and 
interviews with curators currently involved with Korean arts. Curators were 

  1. American Alliance of Museums, “Museum Facts,” accessed August 10, 2015, http://www.
aam-us.org/about-museums/museum-facts. 
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interviewed because they are experts who examine materials and make them 
available to visitors within the museum context (Kotler and Kotler 2000). 
Curators are also agents who exhibit cultural objects as well as promote a 
certain culture through museum exhibitions. Despite the significance of the 
group, there has been little research exploring curators’ perceptions of cul-
tural objects; thus, the topic is worthy of being explored.

The majority of countries around the world have limited numbers of 
cultural objects available for museum exhibition, and Korea is no exception. 
Nevertheless, the Korean government has made an active effort to promote 
Korea’s national image through museum exhibitions, realizing the import-
ant role of museums in promoting Korean culture. Therefore, this research 
will also provide insights to other countries striving to promote their national 
image by maximizing their available cultural resources. In addition, it will 
provide valuable insights to future researchers wishing to continue to ex -
plore this subject. 

Literature Review

Significance of National Image in the Global Market 

Nations have their respective images, images that often consist of the posi-
tive core values of the nation in question (Domeisen 2003). National image 
has been defined as the psychological image of a country in the minds of 
consumers (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006, 32); thus, multidimensional images 
such as the country’s economy, people, technology, products, constitute the 
whole picture. A national image formed in the consumer’s mind will natu-
rally be associated with products from that particular country when ever a 
consumer encounters them (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006, 15). This is especially 
true for brand products that are new to consumers. Consumers, with no 
established image related to a new brand, will most likely associate the new 
product and its attributes with the national image of the country in which it 
was made. For example, when consumers are introduced to a piece of cloth-
ing made in France, they will assign attributes to that clothing stemming 
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from the “Made in France” images in their mind. In the field of clothing, 
“Made in France” generally carries the image of high quality, fashionable 
design, and luxuriousness. New clothing brands from France definitely 
benefit from such an image. In this way, a well-established national image 
can significantly affect the formation of positive brand images from a wide 
range of national industries. 

Korea’s national image is, to a large extent, based on recently emerged 
Korean corporate brands such as Samsung, LG, and Hyundai (Anholt 2000). 
As such, global consumers’ perceptions of Korea’s national image may be 
formed primarily through Korean brands and products. Despite the growing 
popularity of Korea’s contemporary pop culture, such as K-pop, and increased 
tourism to Korea among global consumers, just how global consumers per-
ceive Korea’s cultural heritage is very little known. To better understand how 
Korean culture is presented to global consumers, this study explores how 
Korean cultural objects are exhibited at museums outside of Korea.

Cultural Objects Exhibited in Museums

The most widely accepted definition of a museum is that of the International 
Council of Museums (ICOM): “A museum is a non-profit, permanent insti-
tution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, 
which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tan-
gible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the pur-
poses of education, study and enjoyment.”2 Displayed objects have the 
power to pull in the viewer, convey the authentic experience of the object, 
and evoke viewer attention (Karp 1991, 16–17). Therefore, museums pro-
vide visitors with a gateway to experience and deepen their understanding 
of a given culture.

Despite the growing prominence of Korean culture globally, Korean 
cultural objects are considered relatively little known in the United States 
(Rub, Govan, and Tinterow 2014, viii). Within this context, curators of 

  2. International Council of Museums, “Museum Definition,” accessed July 1, 2015, http://
icom.museum/the-vision/museum-definition.
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Korean art have made significant endeavors to provide the US audiences 
with the opportunity to experience Korean culture through museum exhi-
bitions. This effort really began in 1979 with an extensive exhibition titled 
“5,000 Years of Korean Art” that the South Korean government promoted 
(Lin 2016). The main objective of this exhibition was to introduce a contin-
uous narrative of Korean art and to further present South Korea’s political 
credibility through cultural legitimacy (Lin 2016, 383). The exhibition trav-
eled to eight cities in the United States and attracted a total of some 2.26 
million visitors (Lin 2016, 383). The effort to promote Korean culture 
through museum exhibitions continues today. Three museums in the United 
States—Philadelphia Museum of Art, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 
and Museum of Fine Arts, Houston—organized a comprehensive collection 
highlighting Korea’s Joseon dynasty and exhibited it as a traveling exhibi-
tion in 2013 (Woo et al. 2014). In order to better support such efforts, it is 
necessary to understand what kinds of challenges curators experience and 
how they overcome them in the process of organizing exhibitions on Korean 
cultural objects.  

Roles of Curators 

The status of the curator has risen to that of a professional custodian of  
a museum with curatorial responsibilities (Horie 1986, 267). Even though 
there is a certain complexity in describing the role and tasks of the curator, 
“the primary function of the curator and/or museum has been variously 
described as scholarly/scientific investigation, education (in its widest sense), 
and the safe custody, including conservation, of objects” (Horie 1986, 269). 
Curators take great efforts to make the visual presentations and concepts of 
exhibited objects clear enough for their visitors. For instance, artwork on 
the walls of museums should be carefully arranged because the diversity of 
elements among displayed artwork can create tensions that may affect the 
entire wall and even overpower the final arrangement (Smith 1997, 9). They 
must also craft messages for a specific context and write in easy-to-under-
stand language that make difficult concepts accessible but without a hint of 
condescension (Trench 2013, 31). Moreover, curators need to acquire the 
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knowledge and skill to handle works of art without damaging or even ruining 
them. Sometimes, the use of cases, vitrines, and cabinets are essential to 
showcase certain types of objects (Smith 1997, 85). Curators also organize 
workshops and seminars for visitors to assist their understanding of the 
theme of an exhibition. 

In addition to the traditional roles of curators discussed above, cura-
tors often engage in attracting visitors. As museums are part of the non-
profit sector and depend on governmental organizations, curators need to 
present their prosperity to them by increasing visitor numbers (Gilmore 
and Rentschler 2002, 745). Therefore, marketing strategies have been used 
to increase visitor numbers and the curator’s role has expanded from one of 
custodial emphasis to one of marketing (Gilmore and Rentschler 2002, 
758).  

Methodology

To explore challenges and strategies in promoting Korean culture through 
museum exhibitions in the United States, this study was conducted in two 
phases: (1) we visited online as well as onsite collections of representative 
American museums to explore how Korean cultural objects are presented;  
and (2) we interviewed curators who have curated Korean cultural objects 
to explore challenges in promoting Korean cultural objects in the United 
States. Considering the significant number of museums and visitors world-
wide, American museums have been selected as representative of sample 
throughout the world.  

As the first step, we categorized and analyzed Korean cultural objects 
that are presented in online collections by representative museums to 
understand how Korean culture has been presented. The three museums—
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, the Philadelphia Muse-
um of Art, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston—were selected as repre-
sentative American museums based on the breadth and depth of the Korean 
cultural objects they possess. The three museums each have separate pavil-
ions dedicated to Korean art and are also ranked among the most visited art 



160 KOREA JOURNAL / sUmmER 2017

museums in the world.3 In addition, most curators who participated in our 
interviews recommended visiting the above three museums due to the high 
volume of Korean cultural objects they possess. In July 2015, we counted 
the number of Korean cultural objects through the online collections of  
the three museums. This number was compared to those same museums’ 
collections of Chinese and Japanese cultural objects, since together these 
three countries are considered influential Asian countries due to their soft 
power.4 Furthermore, we visited the three museums to determine how and 
what kinds of Korean cultural objects were exhibited from January to May 
2015. 

In the second phase, curators who are currently involved with Korean 
art were interviewed to explore the challenges they had experienced in pro-
moting Korean cultural objects via museum exhibitions. The in-depth 
interview was employed as a research method because it is considered a uni-
versal approach of systemic inquiry that enables us to gain a glimpse of the 
view through which the interviewee sees the world (Gubrium and Holstein 
2001, 105). Curators were chosen as interviewees because they are the pri-
mary agents to select and exhibit objects. In order to recruit curators for the 
interview, we developed a list of museums that deal with Korean cultural 
objects to explore curators in Korean art. We then visited the websites of 
these museums for the contact information of museum curators as well as 
those currently involved with Korean art. We then sent interview requests 
electronically to the curators. Through this process, we were able to recruit 
and interview three curators. In addition, one of us attended a national con-
ference on Asian art as a way to recruit more curator-interviewees, and sent 

  3. “The Most Visited Art Museums in the World,” Art Newspaper, accessed July 1, 2015, 
http://www.theartnewspaper.com.

   4. Joseph Nye (2004) defined and explained the concept of soft power in this book, Soft 
Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. According to Nye, soft power is the ability 
of a state to influence the actions of another through persuasion or attraction, rather than 
coercion. Jonathan McClory (2010) reported that only three Asian countries (Korea, 
Japan, and China) were found among the top 20 countries worldwide in terms of their 
use of soft power. Among these 20, Korea was ranked as 19th, China as 17th, and Japan as 
15th.
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interview requests to attendees of the conference via the conference listserv. 
As a result, six more curators were recruited as interviewees at the confer-
ence site. A total of nine curators were interviewed, all with the experience 
of curating Korean art in their respective museums. This sample size is 
appropriate for this study as the number of museums that deal with Korean 
cultural objects in the United States is limited. Besides, the analysis of inter-
views achieved saturation (Hodges 2011). The participant background 
information is summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Background of the Interviewees

Participant

Curatorial 
experience in 
Korean art

Participation in 
workshops held 
by the Korea 
Foundation

Experience 
taking charge 
of arranging  
an exhibition  
of Korean art

Interview 
setting

Participant A Less than  
1 year

No No Researchers’ 
office

Participant  B More than  
10 years

Yes Yes Curator’s office

Participant C More than  
10 years

No Yes Curator’s office

Participant D More than  
10 years

Yes Yes Conference site

Participant  E More than  
5 years

Yes No Conference site

Participant F More than  
10 years

Yes Yes Conference site

Participant G More than  
10 years

Yes Yes Conference site

Participant  H More than  
5 years

Yes No Conference site

Participant  I More than  
10 years

Yes No Conference site
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Interview questions that were asked of the curators included: (1) Have 
you curated Korean cultural objects? If so, please describe your experience; 
(2) How many Korean cultural objects does your institute possess? Please 
compare this number to objects held by your museum from other Asian 
countries; (3) How do you perceive Korean cultural objects compared to 
those of other Asian countries? and (4) What are some challenges you have 
faced in promoting Korean cultural objects via museum exhibitions? Each 
interview lasted approximately one hour and a compensation of US$50 was 
provided to each interviewee. All interviews were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim after receiving permission. The interviews were conducted 
either in Korean or English to accommodate participants. The data from 
interviews conducted in Korean were transcribed and translated into English 
by us,  who are fluent in both languages. The interviews were conducted 
between December 2014 and April 2015 at either a curator’s office at a mu -
seum, at our office, or at a conference site. 

We analyzed data to create meaningful interpretation through thefol-
lowing steps. First, we read transcriptions of the interviews thoroughly, line 
by line. Following Creswell (2012), we then focused on an interesting 
phrase or sentence from the interview and recorded what was learned. Sec-
ond, we conducted analytical coding. Several categories were developed for 
each research question. For each category created, we wrote a detailed de -
scription. Third, we examined and compared patterns with categories. In 
addition, we compared connecting patterns across categories (Spiggle 1994). 
Based on this analysis, we were able to discover and develop the broader 
inferences of the research. 

Results and Discussion

Based on the data collected, we explored  the current status of exhibited 
Korean cultural objects in the United States.
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Current Status of Korean Cultural Objects in the Museums

We counted the numbers of Korean, Chinese, and Japanese cultural objects 
that were presented in the online collections of the three representative 
museums. The three keywords—Korea, China, and Japan—were entered 
into the search function of each online collection. The cultural objects 
include prints and drawings, jewelry, ceramics, textiles and fashion art, 
maps, and photography throughout human history. 

The analysis of the data clearly reveals that in all three museums the 
number of Korean cultural objects is relatively small compared to Chinese 
and Japanese cultural objects (Fig. 1). Indeed, the number of Korean cultural 
objects exhibited in these museums falls well short of the number of exhib-

 
Figure 1. The number of East Asian cultural objects in the three representative  
museums.

Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, http://www.metmuseum.org/collections/search-the-
collections; Philadelphia Museum of Art, http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/search.html; 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, http://www.mfa.org/collections.
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ited cultural objects from Korea’s two neighbors—China and Japan. Of the 
total exhibited cultural objects from the three countries (China, Japan, and 
Korea), Korean cultural objects account for only 1.66 percent at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 3.12 percent at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
and 1.55 percent at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Thus, it is apparent 
that visitors to these museums do not experience much exposure to Korean 
culture compared to the cultures of Chinese and Japanese. 

In addition, we visited the three museums to better ascertain how and 
what kinds of Korean cultural objects were displayed between January and 
May 2015. We found that the number of Korean cultural objects as well as 
the size of Korean pavilions were smaller than those of Chinese and Japa-
nese. For example, the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, assigned one room 
for Korean art, seven rooms for Chinese art, and three rooms for Japanese 
art.

Challenges in Presenting Korean Cultural Objects through Museum Exhibitions

Analyses of interviews revealed five themes regarding challenges curators 
have experienced in relation to the display of Korean cultural objects, 
namely, the small number of Korean cultural objects available for museum 
exhibitions, a lack of documentation for Korean objects, limited sources of 
funding in the curatorial process, and the subtle aesthetics of Korean art.

1)  Small Number of Korean Cultural Objects Available for Museum 
 Exhibitions

The findings from the first phase are supported by interviewee statements. 
Participant G briefly stated that a relatively small number of Korean cultural 
objects are available as compared to the number from China and Japan. 
Participant B explained the reason for the small number as follows:

Lots of Korean cultural possessions were lost due to several conflicts, 
such as  the Imjin War (1592–1598) and the Korean War (1950–1953). 
Especially, cultural property made out of flammable materials was lost at 
that time. Also, there was little support for artists and craftsmen during 
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the period of Joseon due to Confucian ideology. At that time, people did 
not respect the value of art. Thus, artists were not able to develop their 
business and be successful due to ideology.5

Another interviewee noted:

There are not a lot of Korean objects outside of Korea, other than in Japan, 
so it’s a challenge if you want to educate people using objects which are 
representative of the [Korean] culture.6 

Eight curators who had experience organizing exhibitions of Korean art 
agreed that the ancient Korean objects are significantly more expen-
sive compared to those of other countries due to their limited number. They 
indicated that they were unable to acquire sufficient Korean objects due to 
the price, which was a direct cause of the slim chance of having Korean 
objects exhibited.

We only purchased the Joseon period painting because we could never 
have afforded a Goryeo painting.7

If there is a similar level of two objects where one is from Korea and the 
other is from another country, an object from Korea is about three to 
four times more expensive than the other. So why would we want to pur-
chase Korea objects? This question is very hard to answer.8

The high cost of Korean objects causes them to be repeatedly exhibited in 
the United States. In addition Korean objects must often be acquired on loan 
as there is only a small number available to exhibit, and this complicates the 
process. This often hampers curators who wish to exhibit Korean objects in 
their museums, and the result is that museum visitors do not have sufficient 
opportunities to be exposed to Korean culture. This is reflected in comments 
such as:

  5. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
  6. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
  7. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
  8. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
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Quite often exhibition projects use the same objects again, and again, and 
again. If you’re in the Asian art business, quite often you see the same 
objects for every big show of Korean art. There are only a set number of 
things available.9

[The lending process is] never simple, no matter what it is. . . .  Maybe 
they want to use it for another project, so they don’t want to lend it to 
you. Maybe they only want to lend one and you want to borrow three. 
There are always complex negotiations that take place.10

2) Lack of Documentation for Korean Objects

Material objects have their own symbolic meanings and guide people to 
understand the real-life experiences associated with them (Hodder 2012, 
395). Every material item of culture has the potential to communicate the 
stories behind it, so the effort to establish and document material culture is 
critical. However, Participant G indicated that the efforts of the Korean gov-
ernment and cultural institutes are not satisfactory and that they should be 
more attentive to establishing and documenting Korea’s material culture.

Of course, the biggest weakness of Korean art is absolutely the small 
number of objects. In addition to this, I would like to state that Korean 
objects have not been sufficiently documented. If Korea does not have 
enough objects, they [Koreans] need to be creative and imaginary. After 
the [Korean] war, Korea has had opportunities to collect and establish 
Korean cultural objects and explore the interesting stories behind the 
objects. However, I think the effort has been not enough.11

3) Limited Sources of Funding for the Curatorial Process

The interviewees indicated that curators go through a curatorial process to 
decide which country and which period they are going to exhibit. In partic-

  9. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
10. Participant E, interview by authors, April 12, 2015. 
11. Participant G, interview by authors, April 13, 2015. 
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ular, curators need to consider possible sources of funding and how to 
approach those sources since they have to raise funds or turn a profit in 
order to keep the museum running. Participant B indicated that there were 
over 30 curators in her museum, each with their own expertise. If she want-
ed to arrange a new exhibition on Korean art, she had to negotiate and per-
suade the rest of the curators due to the museum’s limited resources:

Most museums in the United States are private not public. Thus, we have 
to make our own profit or raise funds to run the museum.12 

Another noted:

In this case, you would pick something related to Korea. . . . You need to 
find objects that satisfy your criteria, whatever it is, whether it’s the medi-
um or time period, make a list, and then you have to negotiate with the 
places that own them, the institutions that own them.13

4) Subtle Aesthetics of Korean Art

When we asked about the distinctiveness of Korean art, all participants 
answered that the question was difficult to answer. Participant B stated that 
the three countries—China, Japan, and Korea—belong to the same cultural 
area and have had mutual influences. Thus, the distinctiveness of objects 
from these respective countries may be difficult to recognize in the eyes of 
the general public. Interestingly, four participants agreed that the general 
aesthetics of Korean art were subtle compared to those of Chinese or Japa-
nese art. Participant B explained that she could force visitors to appreciate 
Korean art. If it does not look visually appealing to visitors, they may not 
give it any attention. This may result in less opportunity for Korean objects 
to be exhibited. Since museums provide visual experiences of other cultures 
to visitors (Alpers 1991), the subtleness of Korean art may hamper effective 
communication of its aesthetics to the general public:

12. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
13. Participant E, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
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I can recognize the difference because that is my major [Korean art]. For 
example, Korean jagae (mother of pearl) is from abalone unlike jagae 
from other Asian countries. Is the general public able to recognize the dif-
ference? I don’t think so. They may just think it is from one of the Asian 
countries.14

I think the aesthetic aspect of Korea is very subtle and it’s hard to recog-
nize if they [the general public] have no knowledge about it. When I see 
Joseon ceramics, they are surrounded with all white while the colors are 
very simple and definitely there are some aesthetics associated with 
it. But again, it’s really hard to recognize.15

How can you differentiate Korean art from other art? I think one of the 
things that is very, very special about Korean cultural objects is that they 
are subtle. I think that is the biggest challenge for people who don’t know 
anything about Korean art.16

Strategies in Promoting Korean Cultural Objects through Museum  
Exhibitions

Based on the discussion regarding the above challenges, possible strategies in 
promoting Korean cultural objects through museum exhibitions were also 
discussed. Analyses of interviews revealed four themes: (1) the continuous 
and substantial support from government institutions; (2) construction of a 
cultural context through museum storytelling; (3) inclusion of diverse cul-
tural objects in exhibitions; and (4) application of creative marketing strate-
gies to promote Korean culture. 

1) Continuous and Substantial Support from Government Institutions 

Participants indicated that continuous governmental support was critical in 
promoting a national culture outside of that culture’s natural boundary. As a 

14. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
15. Participant I, interview by authors, April 15, 2015.  
16. Participant F, interview by authors, April 13, 2015.  



169Exploring Challenges and Strategies in Promoting Korean Culture . . .

successful example, participants mentioned the generous supports of the 
Korea Foundation. Among the nine interviewee-participants, seven had 
participated in workshops supported by the Korea Foundation.17 From 
1994 to 2013, the Korea Foundation supported curators outside of Korea to 
introduce and teach Korean art and culture. Participants D and G recalled 
that their participation in workshops held by the Korea Foundation were 
highly successful: 

For quite a long time, the annual curatorial workshop in Korea was held. 
The Korea Foundation collaborated with the National Museum of Korea, 
some private museums, and universities to train curators at museums in 
Europe and North America, Latin America, and Australia about how to 
deal with Korean art by giving them direct exposure to art, architecture, 
museum collections, and landscapes.18

The Korea Foundation has played a significant role in promoting Korean 
culture worldwide. They supported curators outside of Korea for about 
15 years, and this was almost the first time that curators had been sup-
ported for such a long period of time. We visited Korea, attended several 
workshops, participated in several field trips, and took lectures about 
Korean art for about two weeks. It was very intensive and helpful.19 

It [the Korea Foundation workshop] went on for 15 years, and I attended 
13 of the 15 annual meetings, which were 10-day to 2-week workshops 
that were like graduate seminars. We had the best scholars [whose exper-
tise is Korean art] in Korea. Each year, we talked about some aspect of 
traditional, classical, modern, and contemporary Korean art. The first 

17. The Korea Foundation is a South Korean government institute that promotes a better 
understanding of Korea in the global community and seeks to strengthen friendship 
between Korea and other countries. The foundation has supported the establishment and 
expansion/renovation of Korean galleries in major museums around the world in order to 
establish exhibition space for Korean culture and arts (Korea Foundation, “Support for 
Overseas Museums,” originally accessed on August 10, 2015 from http://en.kf.or.kr/ ?menu-
no=553_2015, but the link is no longer available.).

18. Participant C, interview by authors, January 5, 2015. 
19. Participant G, interview by authors, April 13, 2015. 
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year was about ceramic traditions, the next year on Joseon court culture, 
another year on the arts of Buddhism. The workshops were of such good 
quality that I feel like now I have a PhD in the subject.20 

The participants indicated that they had had no connection to Korean  
collections prior to participating in the workshops. Because of the Korea 
Foundation’s generous support, they have been able to develop networks 
with museums that possess Korean cultural objects as well as curators in 
Korean art. Among nine participants, five participants indicated that such 
long-term support is highly critical to promoting Korean culture to curators 
and future visitors to their museums. Participant G indicated that due to the 
Korea Foundation’s continuous support, the number of curators and faculty 
members teaching and researching Korean art has been growing, which 
was highly rewarding for her as a Korean. 

After ten years of support, they [the Korea Foundation] wanted us to talk 
about Korean cultural objects in our museums [at the workshops held by 
the Korea Foundation]. The results were very surprising. There was huge 
progress over ten years. Some curators even cried. Due to the small num-
ber of Korean objects that museums owned, they [Korean objects] did 
not get enough attention from us. However, now we know lots of stories 
regarding them and have networks to communicate with other curators 
in Korean art. Due to their continuous and generous support, the num-
ber of experts and curators who engaged with Korean art has increased 
in the United States. Also, the number of faculty members who are teach-
ing and researching Korean art has increased in the United States. It takes 
a long time to promote one culture in the world. . . . I believe that the 
Korea Foundation did a great job because they supported us from a long-
term perspective.21 

Some governmental institutions want to see results immediately. For 
example, after giving financial support to us, they want to see results in 
several months. But it never works in that way. I know funding is allocated 

20. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015. 
21. Participant G, interview by authors, April 13, 2015.
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annually at such institutions, so it might be difficult to do that [support 
from a long-term perspective]. But continuous support is very important, 
especially in the fields of culture and art.22 

2) Construction of a Cultural Context through Museum Storytelling 

Participants admitted that they often hesitated to put on an exhibit of Kore-
an art due to the small number of ancient Korean objects available for exhi-
bitions, as well as their lack of documentation. In this regard, storytelling is 
an important strategy to promote Korean culture to museum visitors, as 
mentioned by several participants. This argument is supported by DiBlasio 
and DiBlasio’s (1983) explanation about museum storytelling, wherein they 
describe it as an ideal vehicle for recreating the intellectual and emotional 
aspect of objects to visitors. In order to create an exhibition narrative, Par-
ticipant E indicated that curators needed to be creative in developing an 
engaging cultural context.

 
The issue is that there are so few [Korean cultural] objects in the United 
States. Most of them are in Boston, New York, Los Angeles, and San 
Francisco. Because there simply aren’t the numbers, it’s important to 
interpret them [Korean cultural objects] in their own context coming 
from China, and then exporting it in their context to Japan. The Japanese 
imported them, but they took what aesthetic they liked. So they [the cul-
tural objects from three countries] created an interesting relationship. 
Thus, curators should see objects in a broader perspective and explore 
context and relationships with other cultures.23 

I’ve always presented in our Asian gallery some modern contemporary 
Korean works in relationship to classical and traditional. . . . The piece 
that so caught my attention is something she [a Korean contemporary 
artist] calls “translated vases.” The form, the pieces she’s using, are basic 
traditional forms. I positioned this piece with other Korean cultural 

22. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
23. Participant E, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
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objects. . . . It became one of the most favorite objects in our museum col-
lection for our public school groups and general visitors.24

To create a cultural context for Korean cultural objects, Participant D em -
phasized the importance of providing perspective as well as learning about 
relevant cultures that surround Korea:

There are still a lot of curators who are trained in contemporary art who 
are unfamiliar with a lot of Asian contemporary art. They will naturally 
try to buy it for their collections because they’re comfortable. Similarly, a 
lot of Asian curators don’t have experience with contemporary art. That 
becomes a problem. I would say that the Korea Foundation workshop, 
the curators that I met there . . . because they saw Korean art as both tra-
ditional and classical as well as modern and contemporary, the different 
workshops actually introduced us to all of them.25 

3) Engagement with Diverse Cultural Objects for Exhibitions

Participant B explained that she could not force visitors to appreciate Kore-
an art. If an exhibition is not visually appealing to visitors, they may not 
give it their attention. Therefore, it is critical that an exhibition be visually 
interesting. As one strategy of doing this, four of the interviewed curators 
included diverse Korean cultural objects in their exhibits. In particular, 
three curators noted that visitors have great interest in objects of living cul-
ture, especially costumes: 

Visitors generally have lots of interest in clothing objects in the exhibi-
tion. So we try to have these in the exhibition.26 

I think currently costume and textile exhibitions, but especially costume 
exhibitions, are incredibly popular. Part of that is because of recent televi-
sion shows like Project Runway promoting knowledge about design and 
clothing. Part of it is also that the most popular exhibition ever in the his-

24. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
25. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015.
26. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.



173Exploring Challenges and Strategies in Promoting Korean Culture . . .

tory of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York was Alexander 
McQueen. Because it became so popular, then everybody else paid atten-
tion to the fact that that’s something that’s popular and there are lots of 
people who want to do what’s popular. Once something is popular, it is 
more interesting that way.27 

In addition, Participant G described several exhibitions with diverse Korean 
cultural objects that she had worked on as examples. She admitted that 
exhibitions with diverse cultural objects attract visitors’ attention and help 
them more easily understand Korean culture: 

We did hold an exhibition about Korean comic books in New York. 
When people think about comic books, usually Japan comes to mind, so 
all the participants mentioned that they had no idea there were comic 
books in Korea. It might sound weird, but it is a natural response from 
visitors who are not familiar with Korean culture. Therefore, it will be 
important to create exhibitions that draw people’s attention to what is 
contemporary as well as unexpected.28 

4) Application of Creative Marketing Strategies to Promote Korean Culture 

Five participants, who were in charge of arranging an exhibition about 
Korean art, emphasized the importance of creative marketing strategies to 
promote Korean culture to museum visitors. Participant B arranged one of 
the largest exhibitions of Korean art a few years ago with support from the 
Korean government. She described the strategies that she applied when 
marketing the exhibition: 

Surprisingly, the exhibition was incredibly successful. It was recorded as 
the most visited exhibition at that time. Also, the exhibition raised the 
most funds of all special exhibitions in the past. Everyone, including 
myself, was so surprised with this result because we thought general visi-
tors might not be interested in Korean art. We borrowed the best pre-

27. Participant F, interview by authors, April 13, 2015.  
28. Participant G, interview by authors, April 13, 2015. 
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served painting from the National Museum of Korea and exhibited it in 
front of the exhibition place. We advertised this as a “once in a lifetime 
experience.” We made every effort to attract visitors to the exhibition.29 

As she stated, understanding who is going to visit the exhibition is import-
ant to making the exhibition successful.30 In particular, visitor demograph-
ics and their level of knowledge regarding Korea should be determined. 
Based on this knowledge, curators can curate exhibitions that attract visi-
tors’ attention and can develop relevant marketing strategies. Participant B 
described two cases as examples: 

I think the exhibition was such a huge success because of our efforts to 
understand our visitors. We knew that visitors might not have lots of 
information about Korean culture. So we told them that you could learn 
about Korea from the exhibition without any background knowledge. As 
part of our efforts, we used a device. Through using the device, visitors 
were able to print out their names in Korean. They really liked that. At 
first, we only had one device. However, there was always a really long line 
to use it, so we added one more. I think this helped visitors become inter-
ested in Korean culture. 

We also performed various programs that attracted their attention. I 
knew that many young visitors are interested in K-pop, so I arranged a 
“K-pop night.” We invited famous Korean dancers who have performed 
in New York and had a performance in front of the museum. We had 
about 5,000 persons in the audience that night. It was a huge success. 
Also, we had a “K-drama night” every Wednesday and played famous 
Korean dramas at the museum.31

In addition, Participant I indicated that souvenirs inspired by Korean cul-
ture need to be designed and marketed carefully to promote Korean culture 
to visitors. Her argument is supported by Cummings and Lewandowska 

29. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
30. Participant B explained that, generally, the success of an exhibition is measured by the 

number of visitors it attracts and the amount of funds it raises.
31. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
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(2001), who argue that visitor purchases from museum shops are both a 
systematic acquisition of nostalgic collectibles and a personal reminder of 
the museum visit. Kent (2010) conducted in-depth interviews to explore 
visitor experiences in museum shops and found that museum shops help 
create experiences that can supplement the museum’s educational purpose 
as well as serve as a return to the everyday world of familiar objects. In this 
regard, a souvenir purchased from a museum shop represents the visitor’s 
experience in a museum. Thus, well-designed souvenirs may increase visi-
tor perceptions of the museum as well as its inspiring culture. 

When I was in New York, I visited a design fair for souvenirs. There were 
lots of souvenirs at that fair and most of them were sponsored by their 
own countries. I saw one souvenir from Korea and it was extremely 
expensive compared to the others. It was a wholesale venue, so it should 
not have been that expensive. Its designer’s bio said it was designed by a 
famous person and had certain design qualities, etc. But the quality did 
not look like that. I thought it was overpriced and not successfully mar-
keted. Korean souvenir companies need to consider their consumers and 
audiences.32

Conclusion

National image is defined as the psychological picture of a given country as 
it exists in the mind of a consumer (Jaffe and Nebenzahl 2006). If the Kore-
an national image were positively established, designers and companies 
could benefit from that image and would not hesitate to label their products 
“Made in Korea.” As in the example provided earlier in this article, since a 
well-established national image could significantly affect the formation of 
positive brand images from a wide range of national industries, govern-
ments put forth great efforts to establish and promote a positive national 
image. In this regard, this qualitative study has focused on cultural objects 
exhibited in museums because of their significant influence in building a 

32. Participant I, interview by authors, April 15, 2015. 
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national image for visitors. The purpose of the study was to explore chal-
lenges and strategies in the promotion of Korea through displays of its cul-
tural objects at museum exhibitions in the United States. To achieve the 
research purpose, we analyzed Korean cultural objects exhibited at repre-
sentative museums in the United States and explored challenges faced in 
organizing such exhibits through interviews with nine Korean art curators 
at major American museums. 

Participant B explained, “Japanese curators started working on estab-
lishing a set of Japanese art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, from the 
1890s. On the other hand, Korea started promoting Korean art after the 
1988 Seoul Olympics. As you can see, there is a 100-year difference between 
the two cases of Japan and Korea. Therefore, it is inevitable that there exists 
a significant discrepancy between Japan and Korea in terms of the number 
of cultural objects for museum exhibitions.”33  Since the period of establish-
ing collections of Korean art has been relatively short compared to Japan, 
continuous efforts to promote Korean cultural objects are needed. In addi-
tion, deliberate efforts from the South Korean government and institutions 
to document Korean cultural objects will be needed to overcome the chal-
lenges discussed above. In particular, they need to be creative in exploring 
strategies of promoting Korean cultural objects through museum exhibi-
tions due to the small number of Korean cultural objects available in the 
world. In these efforts, it will also be important to educate the general pub-
lic on the subtle aesthetics of Korea art. 

These findings have implications for the Korean government, which is 
willing to support Korean culture through museum exhibitions. All partici-
pants strongly agreed that the Korea Foundation has done a great job intro-
ducing and teaching Korean culture to curators. They point out that Korean 
divisions in US museums have been gradually established and their estab-
lishment owes greatly to the continuous and active support of the Korea 
Foundation over the past 15 years. Participant D even mentioned how grate-
ful he was to the foundation that asking for further support makes him 
uneasy. He remarked, “Actually when we organized the summer exhibition 

33. Participant B, interview by authors, January 2, 2015.
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of our Korean traditional classical and contemporary objects, I intentionally 
did not go to the Korea Foundation for funding because they have already 
done so much for us beyond what we could possibly expect.”34 In this regard, 
the Korean government must strive to maintain its support for the curators 
from a long-term perspective, to continue its success in promoting Korean 
culture through museum exhibition. Another perspective that requires 
attention is mitigating the language barrier. Among the nine curators inter-
viewed, only two curators were native Korean speakers. Therefore, active 
support for translating Korean art-related contents from Korean into English 
are also recommended in order to make them easily available to all curators. 

Further, there are implications for curators who wish to organize suc-
cessful exhibitions on Korean art. First, curators need to carefully construct a 
cultural context through museum storytelling. To do so, they need to make 
the exhibition visually attractive to visitors, employ crosscultural compari-
sons, and describe how the objects are made. Second, curators need to 
include diverse cultural objects in their exhibitions. In particular, the curator- 
participants emphasized the power of exhibiting clothing and textiles in 
attracting visitor interest. Third, it is crucial to apply creative marketing 
strategies to promote Korean culture. Social media marketing is one good 
strategy to improve the presence of exhibitions as well as attract visitors to 
exhibitions on a daily basis. Through utilizing social media platform and IT 
technology, it is possible to identify the demographic information of visitors, 
which in turn can help to customize the effort to target as well as broaden 
the exhibition audience. 

This study explored curators’ perspectives on exhibiting Korean cultur-
al objects. While such perspectives are meaningful, as curators are the gate-
keepers in the transfer of cultural images and knowledge to the general visi-
tor, it would also be worthwhile to explore the effectiveness of Korean cul-
tural object exhibitions at international museums from the perspectives of 
museum visitors. For a deeper and accurate understanding of visitor percep-
tions of Korean cultural objects, a survey of diverse populations is encour-
aged. A thorough investigation of successful cases of exhibitions of Korean 

34. Participant D, interview by authors, April 12, 2015. 
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cultural objects would also facilitate our understanding on the subject. It 
would also be beneficial to explore external factors affecting the organiza-
tion of exhibitions on Korean cultural objects. Given that Korea’s national 
image is largely formed by large corporate brands, such as Samsung, this 
may not reflect the true image of Korea. For a balanced national image of 
Korea, it is imperative to understand the most effective ways of promoting 
and communicating Korea’s cultural aspects. We hope this exploratory 
study can spark a wider interest for future studies in this important area.    
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