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Abstract 
Since the end of World War II and the liberation of Korea from Japanese colonial rule, 
US-American policies influenced the cultural sphere in South Korea in many ways, as 
part of a global effort to integrate the region into a "Free Asia" in the face of communism. 
In this paper, I discuss the interactions between foreign benefactors and local players in 
post-colonial South Korea from the early 1950s to the late 1970s. I focus on director-
playwright Yu Chi-jin’s engagement with the Rockefeller Foundation, which played a 
crucial role in the restoration of the war-struck theatre scene by offering Yu funding for 
the Seoul Drama Center, opened in 1962. Not only a state-of-the-art stage, the Drama 
Center also featured educational facilities and a research library, turning it into a hotbed 
for theatrical experimentation and innovation. Based on (auto-)biographical writings on 
Yu, internal documents of the Rockefeller Foundation, and news coverage in both 
countries, I explore how geopolitical agendas, cosmopolitan ambitions, audience 
expectations, and financial concerns contributed to the emergence of a new notion of 
contemporary, yet distinctively Korean theatre. In particular, the neo-traditional "search 
for roots"-movement, which originated at the Drama Center, at the crossroads of 
Western avant-garde and the revival of performing arts heritage, shows that the 
challenges that Korean theatre makers face today, in an increasingly international 
environment, date back to the Cold War and the ideology-driven globalization it 
encompassed. 
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