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박만기

초 록

이 소논문은 시각적 민족지학의 기반의 실습/실행 기반 연구(Practice-led 

Research)로써 가상공간 속 게임 캐릭터 혹은 아바타, 그리고 대규모 다중 사용자 

온라인 롤플레잉 게임(MMORPGs)과 관련하여 한국 청소년들은 어떻게 자신들의 

정체성과 게임 문화를 애니메이션 미디어를 통해 형성하는지 알아보는데 그 목적

이 있다. 이 실습/실행기반 연구는 영국 빅토리아 시대의 로버트 루이스 스티븐슨

의 소설 '지킬 앤 하이드'의 주제, 이중적 자아 정체성 혹은 정체성 혼란이라는 개

념을 바탕으로 한국의 청소년들의 온라인 아바타 생성과 게임문화를 탐구한다. 이

를 위한 문헌조사와 관련하여, 본인은 조심스럽게 한국의 빠른 근대화는 영국 빅토

리아 시대와 평행을 이룬다고 주장한다. 예를들어, 경제적 압박과 변동 (예: 한국의 

1997 IMF 사건), 그리고 그에 따른 심리적 불안과 우울증과 연관된다. 이러한 면

에서, 본인의 애니메이션 실습 (애니메이션 다큐멘터리, ‘지킬의 레터’ 2014 – 사

례연구 소개)은 소설,'지킬 앤 하이드'와 실제 한국인 소년의 살인사건 사이의 연관

관계를 조사한다.

이와 관련해서 본인은 이러한 비극적 사건의 근본적인 문제들을 밝혀내기 위해 

한국의 청소년들이 어떻게 온라인 게임을 그들의 일상의 삶에서 활용하는지 또한 

그들의 정체성 형성에 어떠한 영향을 끼치는지를 알기위해 이와 같은 ‘실습/실행 

기반 연구’를 구성하였다. 이는 1차적 자료를 얻기 위해 효과적이며, 이를 위해 온

라인과 오프라인 조사방법을 병행한 민속지학적 접근방식을 차용하였다. 이러한 

실습/실행 연구의 목적은 온라인 게임 속 유저들과 그들의 실제 삶을 비교함으로

써 한국 청소년들의 문화와 정체성의 의미를 이해하며, 한국적인 특정 사례로 볼 

수 있는지 알아보는 데 있다. 따라서 이 소논문에서는 한국적 특정 사례와 관련한 

연구 결과에 대해 설명하기보다는 이와 같은 의문점을 답하기 위한 연구과정, 전략 

그리고 애니메이션 실습 활용 방법에 대해 그 초점을 맞추려고 한다. 이를 위해 온

라인과 오프라인 연구방법과 관련하여 어떻게 애니메이션 실습을 활용하는지를 4

가지 성격의 애니메이션 리얼리티 혹은 다큐멘터리를 소개한다. 결국 서로 다른 성

격의 애니메이션 다큐멘터리 실습방법에 의해 어떻게 한국 청소년들의 이중적 정

제성과 나아가 한국적 특정사례를 효과적으로 전달하고 시각화 할 수 있는지 알아

본다.

주제어: 실습/실행연구, 민속지학적 접근방식, 애니메이션 다큐멘터리, 지킬 앤 
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하이드, 한국 청소년들의 문화와 정체성 

Ⅰ. Introduction

In this paper, I will introduce my practice-led research 

(as visual art research) in terms of how animated practice 

can be used to address the raised question to make new 

meaning and knowledge by understanding invisible issues. In 

this case, I will explain that how animated (visual) 

practice can be a research form to represent ethnographic 

knowledge and meaning as a partial truth in a documentary in 

order to address the main question about the issue of 

contemporary construction of identity of young Korean people 

in ethnography. This research is commenced by the following 

main questions; in what ways can the construction of 

'identity' (based on concepts drawn from 'Jekyll and Hyde') 

be identified in contemporary 'virtual' animated media (i.e. 

'MMORPGs'), and how does this facilitate an address of the 

specific case of 'Korean-ness' through an animated 

documentary.

These questions are related to a real tragic event, which 

actually happened in real life, on the 

16thNovember2010,inSouthKorea.AyoungKoreanboykilledhismother

andthenkilledhimself,asaresultofplayingonlinegames.Forthisre

ason,ImovedtoSouthKoreain2011andstartedafieldresearchduringa

yearperiodtorevealtheissuesunderlyingtheincident.

This is also why I do construct this practice-led research 

in an ethnographic approach, in order to explain the unknown 

or invisible thing behind this real event and finally 

understand the meaning of Korean-ness, seeking contemporary 

Korean youth culture and identity in online games. In this 

case, I will be taking a particular case study, Jekyll’s 
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letter (2014) (this can be viewed at 

https://vimeo.com/130099242). It is talking about the dual 

identity of young Korean game users and their activities in 

virtual online gaming as compared with their presence in a 

real Korean society and culture. This visual ethnographic 

research ultimately expressed through an animated 

documentary on the conventions of detective thrillers in the 

case of Jekyll and Hyde.

Ⅱ. Context

Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll 

and Mr Hyde (1886) is the starting point for this 

practice-led research project (Jekyll’s letter, 2014). In 

this sense, my animation practice is developed by addressing 

how Jekyll and Hyde provides useful critical and creative 

tools, such as the dual urban city divided by sociocultural 

factors, for looking at ‘the double identity. Therefore, 

this research begins an investigation into the construction 

of identity, using Jekyll and Hyde as a thematic metaphor 

for the exploration of Korean identity (principally of young 

people) in the contemporary context. 

In the late Victorian era, new gothic fiction began to 

reflectively indicate individuals' internal states of mind, 

connected to human engagement with external influences (Reid 

2009: 104-105). In this sense, Jekyll and Hyde directly 

reflects the issues of apprehension and anxiety about 

inevitable technological progress at the end of Victorian 

period (ibid). New evolutionary thought and external shifts 

throughout the process of modernization obviously affected 

Stevenson’s writing of Jekyll and Hyde, where the idea of 
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‘the self’ is thought in terms of being repressed (ibid).

Importantly, Stevenson's gothic fiction reproduced 

fantastic metamorphoses of the physical body to justify 

mental pathologies in the notion of human identity and to 

support a sense of escapism from the heavy pressures of the 

real social world (Warner 2002: 165). This indirectly 

criticizes impoverished conditions and the dark side of 

rapid modernization in the industrial social system under 

capitalism and the materialistic values of such Korean 

societies. 

The rapid modernization of Korea has parallels with the 

Victorian age: aristocratic social and political-economic 

situations as outer elements and a mental one – identity 

panic – as the inner. This is connected with financial 

pressure, fluctuation, and psychological anxiety and 

depression. Significantly, Houston (2005: 94) states that 

Stevenson's writing reflected his personal instability and 

financial derangement, and also implies a sort of identity 

fluctuation in the age of science and capital. For this 

reason, Stevenson' writing appeals to many Koreans who have 

experienced the psychological implications of the double and 

are keen on the physical transformation of one being into 

another. This both deals with and offers a form of escapism 

by the power of the imagination: the ideal figure of 

identity – the virtual body and a personal narrative in 

asocial fantasy contents, from novels to dramas in Korea. 

Stevenson' Jekyll and Hyde provides people with a sort of 

proxy satisfaction through the transformation into Hyde in 

anti-social fiction. This means that they are able to 

virtually transform or represent another version of Hyde who 

can express or reveal their own suppressed feelings and 
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thoughts, and even violent behaviours or actions, which are 

simply not allowed in real society.

Therefore, I argue that the situation in contemporary 

Korea bears some resemblance to the Victorian era as 

explored in gothic fiction. During the sudden period of 

change in late-twenty-century Korea, some people felt horror 

or anxiety about the decline of tradition and convention. 

The emergence of the animated avatar, and its consequent 

social deployment, bears some resemblance to concerns about 

the construction of self-identity and inhuman/automata or 

body-machinery in early modernity (Hogle 1988; Punter and 

David 2004: 20). My research identifies the anxious or 

depressed self, in terms of an ‘identity panic’, in 

Stevenson's 19th century Britain, which is comparable to the 

contemporary Korean socio-economic situation. This panic or 

conflict is linked to the dual or double identity of many 

Korean gamers (e.g. Jekyll) and their own created virtual 

avatars (e.g. Hyde) in online games. 

In this sense, my animation investigates the connection 

between the fictional Jekyll and Hyde and a real young 

Korean boy, which relates the fin-de-siècle viewpoint of the 

Victorian era and Korean modernization, including the 1997 

International Monetary Fund (as an economic crisis in 1997). 

This engages with social ethnography, presenting 

transformations into Hyde (as vicious acts and the following 

suicide) in a Korean contemporary context.

To understand what Korean online game features are and to 

discuss the online Hyde and how Koreans utilize the game 

world, it is relevant to look into the main features of 

Korean MMORPGs, such as the Lineage series: Lineage 1 (1998) 

and Lineage 2 (2004) by NCsoft. In Lineage, the concept 
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(like many Korean MMORPGs) is a world-view of medieval 

flavour, engaging with Northern European myth (Kim 2011). 

The game world also reinforces hierarchical society, and 

allows a stronger character to kill a weaker one via a legal 

fight. This is called PK or 'player killing', or PvP – 

'player versus player'. Strong avatars can make their own 

guild or create a party of characters, and control the other 

avatars, for instance collecting tax from them. The 

high-level avatar requires loyalty to the guild, while the 

rest of the avatars join the high level avatars' guild and 

party. More fighting and killing happens between game 

players to socially level-up and defeat the competition. 

Real-world game users are often addicted, and sometimes this 

leads to the tragic real death of gamers, due to restless 

game-playing for over two days. Even though they first 

started to play it for pure enjoyment, it seemingly makes 

them into ‘serial automata’, whereby they are addicted to 

online games.

The avatar’s activity accounts for the fact that the 

Korean MMORPG world is an extended version of real Korean 

society or the Korean character, as it symbolizes the dual 

consciousness of the gamer and the avatar as a juxtaposition 

of the real and the virtual. For them, the avatar is not 

just simple puppet or cyber character. It is literally an 

incarnation or projection of self-identity in everyday life 

(Flusser 2016[1975]). Thus, by reproducing another self or 

re-constructing identity, an attempt is made to protect the 

depressed self and confirm one's existence and dignity 

through playing together and communicating with other users. 

This discussion of the Korean MMORPG world suggests how 

prevalent violence is in the games and how strongly this 
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reflects society in the real world. The animated online Hyde 

emerges as a way of creating this double self-identity.

In this respect, Stevenson's fiction enables me to 

identify core themes (including ‘the double’), which are 

pertinent to a discussion of the construction of 

contemporary identities in Korean youth culture. These 

identities are exemplified in the creation of avatars – the 

virtual characters of animated online games such as 

‘massively multiplayer online role-playing games’ 

(MMORPGs). This concept is used to investigate the case of a 

young Korean boy, addicted to online gaming, who committed 

violent acts. My animated documentary draws on research into 

the real and virtual Korean worlds and employs a visual 

ethnographic methodology to test my research question.

Ⅲ. Proposed Strategies

Unlike the traditional and existent research methodologies 

using numbers and words, visual art research offers not only 

new strategies and methods for investigating questions and 

problems and collecting data from everyday experience, but 

also new representational forms with which to visualise the 

information, based upon individual action and daily life. 

This means, visual art research as a model of visual 

ethnography could represent the quality of real data and an 

observation of reality adapted to a new way of seeing and 

understanding (Pink 2013[2001]: 8; Boellstorff and Pearce 

et. al, 2012: 168-169).

Methodologically, this research involves two different 

approaches: 1) the primary data and 2) the secondary data. 
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In this paper, however, I will only explain the primary one 

by two different visual practices (online and offline) in an 

ethnographic approach. This primary data contains the field 

work including the interviews; field notes by photography; 

ethnographic observations and participation in the creation 

or collection of (visual) data through online and offline 

practices. This is the most effective way to present the 

research process and ultimately make the final outcome as it 

is animated in a documentary. The final outcome of this 

project may test and apply existing knowledge to address a 

past idea or concept with new possibilities and further 

change a position to allow for alternative interpretation as 

a result of how practice and theory are creatively 

interwoven.

My animated ethnographic research provides two different 

aspects of interview materials from 10 online gamers, 4 

offline gamers, and 10 game experts, discussed in detail 

below. I recorded all of their game activities or research 

practices and they allowed me to use the recorded visual 

data for research purposes. For this research, I created 6 

avatars, logging into Korean MMORPGs to have in-depth formal 

interviews with the real avatars in virtual worlds. Also, I 

asked them to record interviews as well as create their own 

game-playing footage. This footage, in turn, reveals 

specific patterns and rules of games or interactions among 

Korean gamers. Some gamers gave their own recorded game 

footage, which they had directly experienced and which I 

needed explicitly to reveal Korean online game culture, such 

as the ‘guild war’ event for the communities. Eventually, 

I selected 6 out of 10 gamers (Fig. 1) and used their 

recorded avatar interview materials and game footage for my 



- 405 -

animated visual research data. This meant I could use these 

recorded visual materials from virtual avatar interviews to 

player killing (PK) due to avatar level issues. 

Figure 1. Selected 6 online interviewees as avatars in MMORPGs

In addition, I conducted interviews with offline game 

users who confessed their own game immersion and addiction. 

I also received information that was useful for 

understanding the case of a dead boy's tragic incident, 

connecting this to a Korean socio-cultural context during 

the physical interviews with 10 game experts.

This allowed me an insight into how they are able to 

communicate freely with others without time restrictions and 

demands. This is a vital method for understanding escapism 

from ‘real’ life styles and social pressures, and why 

gamers rely on the PC bangs and suffer from game addiction 

or immersion. By recording virtual daily lives of avatars as 

research, objects engage with a new ethnographic approach in 

a contemporary context, and it directly involves visual 

(ethnographic) research data. This allows me to describe, 

document and record online footage, including participant 

observation and in-depth interviews, utilising digital 

media. When recording these ethnographic practices between 
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me and avatar-participants in virtual worlds, this 

auto-animated footage can be seen as animated ethnographies 

or ethnographic virtual films, which visually articulate 

young Korean people's identity in the context of everyday 

life.

Ⅳ. The Case Study: Jekyll’s Letter (2014)

1. Online Practice: Recorded Auto-Animated Documentary in 

Virtual Worlds

My research activity requires specific understanding of 

Korean online game culture and the features of online games 

as new media, especially the genre of MMORPGs. For this 

reason, I participated in my research as my own avatars, and 

joined in the party or communities. It was necessary to 

document and record what I witnessed and experienced with 

young Korean gamers. All the avatars and situations were 

already animated and I explored how this game-playing 

material could be used as animated ‘footage’ and work as 

part of my proposed documentary. Accordingly, all of these 

footages are pieces of animated documentary that we watch in 

real time, and each constitutes pertinent virtual actuality, 

especially as it is non-scripted and non-rehearsed. The 

avatar role-playing of the researcher can be seen as a 

reflexive, virtual practitioner performing in the research 

activity (Honess Roe 2013: 34; Ward 2011: 297).

This auto-animated documentary material retains the notion 

of research performance by a practice-researcher as it 

records my observing and conducting interviews via the game 

character or online avatar. This empathetic and reflexive 
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participation in online games plays a vital role in the 

capacity to reflect upon embodied reality in the footage as 

'the evidence', by visualising what I see, hear and 

experience in the way my own 'participant' avatar sees or 

acts, as 'the witness'.

2. Offline Practice: Self-created Animated Documentary in 

the Real World

This self-created animation is used primarily to represent 

interviewees as real people, in terms of how they look in a 

mimetic way, and what interviewees talk about, in terms of 

visualising what they said in a figurative way, using an 

iconic sign, through different modes of animated 

representation. These can be divided into categories 

representing different kinds of animated substitution 

between the 'configured and abstract' or the 'mimetic and 

non-mimetic', in terms of visual representation strategies 

(see Honess Roe 2013; Wells 1998).

Animated representation between mimetic and non-mimetic 

substitution can be divided into three different modes and 

media techniques:

1. A three-dimensional computer graphic image (3D CGI) of 

a 'presenter figure' for self-re-enactment, similar to 

myself as an investigator in the research performance. It 

also presents 'mimetic spatial reconstitution' of different 

physical places in real events, based on a self-created 

photograph, the report photographs from newspapers and other 

mass media, and field notes/memos. It focuses on visual 

verisimilitude in terms of digital realities. Even though it 

is not photorealistic representation, it attempts to offer 
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the audience the visual and aural indexical indication 

between animation and reality, in terms of the relativity of 

realism, in order to promote documentary veracity (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. The beginning section of Jekyll's Letter (2014)

2. Two-dimensional (2D) hand-drawn 'animated interviewees' 

are created to depict 8 different game experts (the in-depth 

formal interviews), each showing a talking head based on the 

original visual-aural recording as live-action material 

(Fig. 3). This indicates animated embodiment of game experts 

as real people in animation. It allows for the presence of a 

physical face or body of the interviewees onscreen, 

substituted by a 2D hand drawn 'rotoscoping', to validate 

the documentary status of the animation. Even though its 

analogical quality is not highly photorealistic, the 

audience can recognize its indexical bond with reality 

through the original sound quality.

Figure 3. Two different game experts with conflicting views from 

Jekyll's Letter (2014)
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3. The 'non-mimetic 3D CGI visualisation' of information, 

based on interviewees' real voices (from oral recording of 

informal interviews and video footage of formal interviews) 

and the re-enactment of a dead boy and his mother (in 3D 

CGI) as blurred black silhouette figures to guarantee 

anonymity (an ethical issue). This 'non-mimetic animated 

reconstruction' via 3D CGI is used to visualise statistics, 

surveys and graphic data (Fig. 4) as any type of information 

from the interview conversation or dialogue. 

Figure 4. Data visualisation: high school student addicts 

from Jekyll's Letter (2014)

In other words, it is visually interpreting what the 

interviewees state and testify from the internal story, or 

the inside perspective (such as game addiction) to the 

external witness based on shared experience. Ultimately, 

this non-mimetic animated representation is based on the 

interviews and authenticates what has taken place in the 

virtual online games as it is linked to the real Korean 

social world. 

3. The Final Output: The Animated Documentary as Mixed 

Recorded Auto-animation with Self-Created Animation by 

Ethnographers
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By merging these two different aspects of animated 

representations as the mixed media between auto-created and 

self-created animation, I create a final version of animated 

ethnographic film in a documentary. At this point, my two 

different animated practices (recorded auto-animation and 

self-created animation) can reflect two different 

ethnographic realities in animation to be analysed and 

represented in ethnographic research knowledge or findings.

Ⅴ. Conclusion

This practice-led research investigates the notion of 

Korean-ness, which examines how the construction of identity 

(based on concepts drawn from Stevenson's Jekyll and Hyde) 

can be identified in a Korean contemporary context through 

the utilisation of virtual media – animated online games 

such as MMORPGs. It also addresses a question of why Korean 

youth need or utilise this animated 'virtual' media (i.e. 

'MMORPGs'). For this reason, I employ an ethnographic 

methodology which uses participation, observation, 

interviewing of Korean MMORPG users and animation. This is 

conducted by the integration of different types of animated 

practice to propose or produce a strategy which engages with 

online and offline Korean identities. 

This (animated) practice-led research intents to show the 

meaning of Korean-ness for contemporary youth (game) culture 

in a different or non-conventional way, through an animated 

documentary. Online game playing manifests many of the 

social concerns of the real world, in which rapid 

modernisation and tensions between Capitalism and 
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Confucianism have created social rupture and a conflicted 

‘doubleness’ in personal and social identities. Immersion 

in the virtual world can lead to addiction and to the 

violence which is at the core of my film narrative. However, 

I discovered that gamers construct social relations which 

fertilise their self-identity, expanding their social life 

in virtual worlds. This means many young Korean students use 

online games not only for gaming, but also for communicating 

in a real time online. Online gaming often affords a kinship 

not available in many broken families, or families inhibited 

in their communication by social roles or the effects of 

economic failure and loss.

The creation of this animated documentary film as the 

final practice output provides the new possibilities in 

representing ethnographic knowledge. In respect of this, 

animation (visual representation) and documentary 

(ethnographic reality or truth) can be combined as a viable 

means to engage in the relationship between 'visual practice 

and ethnographic research', exploring a specific 

socio-cultural issue in relation to other people's 

ethno-identity, gender, race, ethnicity, generation, etc. in 

the context of everyday life (Wells 1997: 42-44, 1998: 

30-31). This means the animated documentary is related to 

ethnography, involving a reflexive approach to how I access, 

collect and treat my visual research materials, engaging 

with other secondary practices or written works.
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ABSTRACT

An Animated Documentary Study of Korean Youth Culture and 

Identity

Park, Man

This paper will investigate how animated practice can be a 

research form as practice-led research in an ethnography approach. 

This practice-led research will explore the issue of the 

construction of contemporary identities (based on the strange case 

of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde) and in particular, the Korean youth 

culture and identity, exemplified, for example, creation of 

‘avatars’ in the virtual characters of animated online games such 

as Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games (MMORPGs). 

In this proposed discussion, I will argue that the sudden period 

of change in contemporary Korea bears some resemblance to the 

Victorian era as explored in gothic fiction (e.g. Jekyll and Hyde). 

In this sense, my animation investigates the connection between the 

fictional Jekyll and Hyde and a real murder incident by a young 

Korean boy, which actually happened on the 16th November 2010, in 

SouthKorea.I will, therefore, construct this practice-led research 

to obtain the primary data consisted of online and offline practices 

in ‘social ethnography’. These practices engage with specific 

Korean youth identity, comparing the ‘avatar’ with the real lives 

of participants. However, this paper will only focus on the 

(ethnographic) research process and strategy, using animated 

(visual) practices, rather than giving the meaning of the specific 

case of 'Korean-ness'.

Eventually, I will explore the four different animated 

representations as it presents the distinctive animated realties or 

documentaries by online and offline practices. My intention is to 

visually interpret the issue of ‘Korean-ness’ within its 

socio-cultural context, adapting the convention and code of Jekyll 

and Hyde concept into an animated documentary in the ‘virtual’ 

world (auto-animated documentary by recording avatar interviews and 

online game footages) and the ‘real’ world (self-created animated 

documentary, based on real people and events).
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