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Abstract 

This research aims to choreographically explore coolness within K-pop, specifically how coolness 

may never be achieved and is always subject to failure. It aims to do this with the audience in my 

performance work The Release Launch. This is the overall name of the work but there are two 

versions of my work, The Making of Littlejohn and The Release Video. I aim to explore how 

choreography in a dance studio context can be created for specific purposes through exploring many 

aspects of coolness, such as categorisation, self-presentation, status, and persona. Furthermore, I 

aim to explore the norms and how Instagram contributes to our social identity. I have worked with 

five performers engaging with many approaches to choreographic testing within this solo 

performance.  

 
This research has been conducted through K-Cooling tests, a set of choreographic tests/experiments, 

and using testing through this framework (Ronell, 2005). I have understood choreography in this 

research through Pina Bausch’s (Tolman, 2014) use of choreographic repetition and Meg Stuart’s 

(Tomic, 2016) work with choreographic scores. Hence, I propose that my choreography invokes a 

sense of hybridised femininity (Young, 2017), through the lens of gender performativity (Butler, 

1988), and having a girl crush concept (Almqvist-Ingersoll, 2019) for my performance. This K-Cooling 

also reflects on the norm of identity policing (Butler, 1999) for my performance to be structured into 

the work.  

 
This research reflects upon the idea of coolness as understood by Mark Harvey (2011) and Antje 

Budzanowski (2017). Other practitioners and performance thinkers such as Yvonne Rainer (Trio A, 

n.d.), Claire Bishop (Eschenburg, 2014), Helen Thomas (2003) and Alexa Wilson (2017) have all been 

sources of influence for this creative research.  
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Figure 1: Fandom Name. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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01. Introduction 

 
So why K-pop? When I first discovered K-pop, I did not understand the culture and language, but 

none of that mattered at the time. In my experience here in Aotearoa I have found that the local K-

pop community appear open to everyone, and it does not matter who you are or how you look. If 

you have a passion for K-pop, that is all you need. As I discovered and watched my favourite K-pop 

groups/solo artists’ performances, I wanted to be involved because dance is my passion. It was 

natural for me to fall in love with K-pop. The aesthetics, dancing, singing and staging were pleasing 

to watch. K-pop is a complete package, it has everything, and nothing is missing. So being able to 

reproduce one of your favourite K-pop group dances was another way to show my passion for K-

pop1. However, when I step back and see what draws me to K-pop is the overall packaging and 

marketing. K-pop visually pleases me because I see a perfect group formed that they have become 

products. These products draw me into K-pop because they constantly produce new content 

through their songs, costuming, dances and new concepts. With this desire to produce new content, 

it is hard for me not to love K-pop primarily through social media. I can see them working hard 

because they say they are doing all this for their fans. Which makes me feel involved, that they ‘have 

not forgotten about me’. So I keep supporting them by purchasing their albums, watching their 

music videos, learning their dances and so on. Social media keeps me updated with this, and I have 

become a consumer of K-pop.  

 

As a European/Chinese cis-gender woman, I have been doing K-pop for two years, and I am still 

going.  

 

                                                             
1 maymei & littlejohn https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLBBlU4lI25cuA-8wM72Z8-lzaXahbhxJ6 note this was 
dance prior to this research, produced inside University of Auckland Dance Studies studios.  
  



  3 

 

I open with this narrative to give an example of what can be seen as capitalism in action in K-pop 

and that social media is seen by many to drive K-pop’s drive mass-consumerism. I have allowed 

myself to consume K-pop, so I try to stick as close as possible to the costuming aesthetic concept for 

every K-pop dance to look like the idols and purchase K-beauty products to fit the Korean beauty 

standards. The representation of K-pop for me and many others is associated with coolness and 

requires how I present myself in K-pop. When I am doing K-pop, I want to look cool like the idols and 

cover the dances with clean and precise choreography. When I watch K-pop content, I want to see 

my favourite groups/solo artists producing new content so that I can learn and cover another dance. 

Although, realising this newness and coolness in K-pop has also led me to question how has K-pop 

shapes my social identity. Also, it has led me to reflect on how constructions of coolness may affect 

my experience of K-pop and other aspects of my life. This desire for coolness I have experienced has 

led to this research.    

 

01.1 Coolness Bubble 

As Covid-19 is still around, and we have had prolonged lockdown periods during this research it has 

forced me to create my work within the bubble my house (Robinson, 2022). Working from home is 

nothing new to me but creating an entire performance has choreographic challenges. However, it 

allowed my creative practice to focus specifically on how to maintain coolness in my bubble, which 

influenced the music choice and choreography for the work. To expand my coolness bubble, I 

created an Instagram account2 promoting my debut performance and portraying myself as a cool K-

pop idol. I became a choreographer, dancer, and a cool idol influencer. 

 

                                                             
2 Official Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/lj_littlejohn/   
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01.2 Aims of This Research  

This research aims to explore aspects of desiring K-pop coolness, as well as choreographically 

explore K-pop movements, categorisation, self-presentation, status, and constructions of persona. I 

have attempted to approach all aspects of this research through testing (Ronell, 2005). I have also 

considered these through, amongst other things, a gender performativity lens derived from the 

writing of Judith Butler (1988).  

 

I have engaged with artistic research or choreographic practice-led approach for this research. I 

created the choreography for The Release Launch in conversation with this writing that I have 

approached through a choreographic lens. The Release Launch was performed by myself and five 

other performers who participated in the rehearsal process as well as the choreographic testing. It 

was performed in the University of Auckland Dance Studies dance studio in April 2022.  

 

01.3 Research Question  

The key question which informs this research is:  

What can it mean to explore a K-pop social identity through my choreographic process? 

I have attempted to explore this query by testing an informed practice-led framework. I investigated 

it through the creation of my performance The Release Launch, allowing it to inform all aspects of 

my practice, including the rehearsal process and the creation of this analysis, which has also 

included my videos Debut, Concept Teaser and Performance Teaser, The Making of Littlejohn and 

The Release Video.  

 

Some sub-questions that have emerged through the research include:  

How can K-pop gender aesthetics affect my social identity through a rehearsal process? 

How might a gender performativity lens influence my choreographic approach? 



  5 

 

What can it mean to work with K-pop in my practice from a mixed background? 

 

These sub-questions have arisen through my choreographic process of The Release Launch. They 

have allowed me to consider several forms of K-pop coolness that may influence my choreographic 

practice within this research.  

 

01.4 Significance of Research  

This research will contribute to understanding of a K-pop social identity associated with coolness. K-

pop coolness is yet to be explored in a choreographic practice in the framework I engage in this 

research. This research will contribute to a possible understandings of connections between 

coolness and choreography. It will also contribute to the field of live art and ways in which we might 

be able to make art accessible through simulations.  

 

01.5 Outline of Research  

In the chapter following this introduction, Trainee outlines the methodology I engaged with 

throughout the research. I define my use of ‘K-Cooling testing and failure’ as the overarching 

methodology within my practice-led research approach, as well as exploring my use of the ‘test’ as 

defined by Avital Ronell (2005). 

 

The next chapter, K-Cool Contexts, defines key terms I have engaged with during this research. It also 

contextualises and conceptualises this research with other existing scholarly research, including the 

understanding of desiring coolness (Harvey, 2011; IIan Dar-Nimrod et al., 2012; Loureiro et al., 2020; 

Budzanowski, 2017; Warren et al., 2019; Warren & Campbell, 2014). Also, how they interact with 

understandings of social identity and gender (Stets & Burke, 2000; Butler, 1999, 1988). 
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Following this is an outline of various artists influential to my creative practice within chapter three, 

Literature from The Other Cool People. I discuss how I have engaged with and reflected on aspects of 

Meg Stuart’s recent (2016) and Yvonne Rainer’s 1960’s choreographic perspectives (including Trio A, 

n.d), amongst other art practitioners. These artists provide points of departure for this research in 

terms of movements approaches as well as in considering my relationship to my audience.  

 

Lastly, I reflect on my work, The Release Launch, through the two versions of my work, The Release 

Video and The Making of Littlejohn, in the chapter Thinking K-pop and establish how I have explored 

the previous ideas I brought forth within this analysis. I define the different features within the 

choreography and how have I used as well as engaged with aspects of the coolness and simulation 

within the work. It is a Western contemporary dance because I use art frameworks like live art and 

simultaneously working with pop culture.  

Figure 2: LITTLEJOHN Schedule. (Littlejohn, 2022)  
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02.Trainee 

 

In terms of coolness, I will mention it later on. It might be cooler that way.  

 

02.1 K-Cooling Tests 

 

You’ve shown me I have reasons. I should love myself oh oh oh (BANGTANFM, 2019, 1:12). 

 

This research has been focused on K-Cooling. I am always open to new ideas and moving from the 

“unknown to the known” (Sullivan, 1950, as cited in Smith & Roger, 1950, p. 28) and known to the 

unknown.  

 

As with testing in general, K-Cooling tests can be defined as adapting a self to itself as the issue and 

object of experimentation (Ronell, 2005, who reflects on Friedrich Nietzche’s Gay Science and spirit 

of experimentally):   

 

The test asserts [what] is threatened from its first tracing or in any case points to [an available space] 

an irregularity that no trace can [stabilise.] The space of what I am calling the test drive is 

circumscribed by an endless erasure of what is. (p.10) 

 

An open endless of itself, endless of what is testing. This practice is a form of test writing, and I 

propose tests are trialled to see what works for this research to be a complete package. I see test 

writing as a cultural practice within this context, and I tend to play on marketability. I view it as 

marketable packaging, including choreography, dance, and social media.  
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K-Cooling tests involve sub-testing (Ronell refers to testing here, whereas I refer to K-Cooling tests). 

Sub-testing is testing created to tackle testing that needs to be fulfilled before the overall K-Cooling 

can be completed (Ronell, 2005). Sub-testing within this thesis could consider the rehearsals where 

choreographic moments occur and in conversation in the finalisation of individual chapters of this 

analysis (for instance, in this chapter: K-Cooling tests, practice-led research, testing and failure).  

 

Mark Harvey (2011) outlined that testing involves measuring how different contingencies are 

negotiated between performance art choreography and dance choreography. Frazer Ward (2012) 

explains, “performance art that provides the most striking instances of the shift away from object-

based practices in the wake of the sixties. While performance art and its histories have often taken 

subjectivity as an important con-cern”, performance art has “modeled new constructions of its 

audiences: these can be seen in relation to the categories of public and community” (p. 3). Through 

my choreography and this analysis, I use testing to negotiate between posing cool and performing 

cool.  

 

This contingency for this research is any one particular way of this testing. I am engaging in this 

research also part of “policing of political sites and bodies take place but also with the 

experienceability and constitution of reality in general…” (Ronell, 2005, p. 19). My practice research 

relates to the policing that happens in our own lives. This also implies that I am only engaging with 

some possible aspects of K-Cooling and its political policing. Testing in this terrain endlessly 

generates questions and affirmations (Ronell, 2005). This thesis is located as only one possible 

completion of the K-Cooling I have negotiated into it, and I could make other things had I have 

changed some of the variables of this negotiation. This is not to say this research has to be read in 

any way by the viewer.  
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02.2 Practice-Led Research  

This research has taken the form of artistic research (Slager, 2021) via a critical creative practice, or 

more specifically choreographic practice-led research, and it could be seen as Brad Haseman (2010) 

states, “practice-led research has become a prominent term for effectively describing the research 

approach that enables practitioners to initiate and then pursue their research through practice” (p. 

147). Which Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean (1950) refer to “both the work of art as a form of 

research and to the creation of the work as generat-ing research insights which might then be 

documented, theorised and gener-alised” (p. 7). This conceptual approach acknowledges artistic 

research with three conceptual spaces: creative practice, artistic thinking and curatorial strategies 

(Armstrong et al., 2021). I recognise that this research may also be understood through this lens still 

I will focus on this research through the practice-led research lens.  

 

Practice-led research as a form of K-Cooling could be understood through performance testing. Bayo 

Erinle (2013) explained that performance testing “is a type of testing intended to determine the 

responsiveness, reliability, throughput, interoperability, and scalability of a system and/or 

application under a given workload” (p. 23). Biggs (1950) outlined “practice-led research is still 

developing its methodologies” (p. 67). Therefore, this research in its development can be seen as 

performance testing. The tests that need to be completed simultaneously in my research are the 

choreographic and writing processes. In comparison, some may suggest that one cannot occur 

before the other and must happen simultaneously. It could be that parts of performance testing do 

not always appear simultaneously and may even influence each other. This can be seen to have 

appeared in this research when I clarified my perspectives due to my studio practice, even with me 

creating dance inside and outside the studio while writing towards this critical analysis at the same 

time.    
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As I mentioned before, I have engaged in a choreographic process, and a choreographic process 

comes across multiple different meanings. A choreographic process can be seen as a practice within 

practice-led research by creating new work as a process (McKechine & Stevens, 1950). “The creative 

process in dance making – the editing, modification, creation and re-creation” (McKechine & 

Stevens, 1950, p. 93), knowledge can emerge from as well as processes involving thought and action 

to unfold in time. In addition, a choreographic process constructs meaning and further provides 

knowledge to dancers, requiring the choreographer to know the practice (Risner, 2000).  

 

02.3 Testing and Failure  

Throughout this K-Cooling, I have focussed on tests. I have tested and failed throughout my process, 

testing different types of K-Cooling in creating the choreography and analysis. I have understood 

testing and failure within this K-Cooling through Avital Ronell (2005).  

 

Ronell (2005) states that “testing tends to overtake the certainty that it establishes when obeying 

the call of open finitude” (p. 5) and “failure cannot be pegged or evaluated as such; it gets absorbed 

into the heat of testing, becoming its supreme articulation in a movement that provokes ruptures 

without in-terruption – or ruptures that do not interrupt” (p. 10). I have understood testing and 

failure in these K-Cooling as only temporary test sites which can happen and be replaced by other 

test sites (Ronell, 2005). Test sites within this context could be identified as moments of 

choreographing and performing the choreography in the studio space. The test can set the outline 

and limitations to form accuracy in the process (Ronell, 2005).  

 

I experience testing as trialling in this process, and Ronell (2005) proposed that the testing space 

“also allows one to encounter the subject on a trial basis: there is something yet to be seen or 

recanted in the field of the encounter with the other” (p. 160). I tested by trialling ideas together, 

seeing what would happen if I pulled it apart, layered it and twisted it. By experimenting with this, I 
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took risks while also performing standards and being cautious due to my knowledge in the area I was 

testing (Ronell, 2005). These events happened within the studio process, developing the 

choreography and the studio performance space.  

 

I am the creator of K-Cooling, and I enforce K-Cooling through my performance. Thus, the idea of self 

in the test is brought forward. The self in testing could mean agency in exploring the test, the self as 

other, and the tested other during the self-inflicted test (Ronell, 2005). Ronell (2005) claimed that 

“subjected to the” cruel “honesty of self-monitoring, we others turn ourselves into experimenting 

experiments. In order to sustain this level of honesty in the experimental space, ones needs to 

power up the personality and loosen one’s” (p. 209) belief. 

 

As a result, she has emphasised the need to personalise the testing space to remain original in an 

experiment. The self of testers in both the creation and performance of the test is important to her 

for the experiment to sustain honesty. If the plan rather than the persona is emphasised, the test 

may not remain accurate. Therefore, when I tested throughout the K-Cooling process, I allowed play 

and my persona to remain at the beginning of experiments. Allowing one’s persona to be present in 

the experiment allows for the beginning of chance (Ronell, 2005). Acknowledging chance allows for 

openness, giving us possibilities one may not have thought of previously and letting the test speak 

back to the tester (Ronell, 2005). The test with persona and chance is located through the ideas of 

wonder, probing, of doubt; it allows for playing the fool and interpretation (Ronell, 2005).  

 

Playing the fool, promising, and failing are three other components of K-Cooling tests (Ronell, 2005). 

Promising or test promises are “where creative practices as tests set an estimated time of arrival 

(ETA) that can never arrive. Artists’ practices can never truly fulfil their promises and intentions” 

(Harvey, 2011, p. 43). My work promises a performance, but I did not say what type of performance 
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as it may not go the way it is planned. Some audience members may see my performance as just 

doing dance moves or feeling excluded while watching. However,  

 

test works are in the end ones that promise keeping themselves as promise. They do not promise 

anything but [their] own future: therefore they do not actually promise what they promise. If these 

tests really tested what they performatively promise, then they would not need to test. (Harvey, 

2011, p. 44) 

 

I promise to perform in my work, but a promise can change in the process, and in the end, my work 

is a promise. Ronell (2005) explains, “to take ourselves seriously we must get over ourselves, we 

must don the fool’s helmet. The fool fuels the heroic passion of knowing, switching at the controls 

into something other than itself” (p. 174). My performance in this sense is filled with success and 

failure, as both assure the relative stability of the test site (Ronell, 2005). “The occurrence of such 

choreographic failure still opens up the promise of blindness, insight and discovery for the 

researcher” (Harvey, 2011, p. 57).  

 

02.4 Testing Through Tasking 

I connect the test through dance by testing the idea and the body. Ronell (2005) proposes it keeps 

the senses busy through the test, “involving instincts that otherwise might be dulled or deadened. 

Keeping the body intact and thinking tactile” (p. 175). Hence, engaging with the body in dance 

through testing means engaging in embodied and present thinking throughout the experiments. A 

form that this testing took place in this K-Cooling is tasking. I used tasking as a form of an 

experiment during the choreographic process. 

 

Tasking is a choreographic tool where the choreographer poses a range of tasks, problems, or 

questions to the dancers, who respond by creating material around it (Knox, 2013). Tasks may be 
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presented or created as an image, text voice, manipulation of an object, scenario, feeling or 

emotional state (Stevens & McKechnie, 2005). The task could be seen as a set-up for the 

choreographer and performer to try a mass of movement solutions (Kirsh et al., 2016). Therefore, I 

see the tasks I used in my process as sub-testing to test possible movement solutions. The test calls 

up one’s knowledge to let the experimenter trial different possibilities to adjust and create further 

tests (Ronell, 2005). Furthermore, I continually adjusted and developed the tasks according to 

emerging ideas and saw what would occur. The K-Cooling, seen as the choreographic task, may be 

an opportunity to develop the choreography through trialling.  

 

The task may be seen as a structure or a scaffold that I can create from within (Kirsh et al., 2016). 

Also, the test is seen as a structure; it sets boundaries for things to happen, but I am open to 

improvisation and development (Ronell, 2005). The task may be seen as a perfect parallel to the 

test. I have room within the tasks to explore and experiment with the benefit of the tests as well as 

the overall choreographic process. I give myself room to improvise and develop within the tasks, 

which may mean that the choreographic K-Cooling continues to develop over time. Admire Mare 

(2021) claims Instagram is known for its photography, “the app’s users change their use of the 

platform over time and respond to evolving features” (p. 272). Therefore, the way the tasks 

developed through the choreographic process could be seen through my Instagram account 

development. I am allowing these changes to happen meant that ideas and notions could develop. 

The task is further seen as a place that breeds diversity and interacts with it (Kirsh et al., 2016). 

Hence, it could be seen that there are many different contingencies from the dance choreography I 

produce in the task, similar to the K-Cooling and performing cool. The contingency to the testing will 

change depending on the dance choreography to the current version of the K-Cooling, meaning 

there may be multiple versions of the dance choreography, the K-Cooling, and the contingency. As a 

result, I continued to recognise through all aspects of this research that what happened was only 

one possible outcome and understand how the research developed over the period it happened.  
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02.5 Generating Material Through Testing  

In addition, the choreographic process and the task can be drawn as a test due to the human nature 

of the test. A test can see “the experimenter is at once the experimentee” (Ronell, 2005, p. 192). The 

task is often myself to be both the person K-Cooling into the task and physically representing the 

results (Kirsh et al., 2016). In other words, I could be seen as the experimenter and experimentee, as 

I have to enforce the task as well as complete it. This may be specially recognised in Meg Stuart and 

Pina Bausch’s choreographic exercises. Meg Stuart is an American choreographer (Tomic, 2016) who 

works with scores and Pina Bausch, a German choreographer works with repetition (Tolman, 2014). I 

have engaged with both by generating material for each choreographic exercise. I have used this 

material as a score where I test and choreograph its base to be reproduced for my performance 

(Vilkaitytė, 2011).  

 

Furthermore, when I generate the material, it could be seen as both an experimentee and the 

experimenter within the performance context. Generating material can be repetitive movements to 

highlight, expand and explore all sides of it (Tolman, 2014). Indeed, a test with the set-up of an 

enforcer who also completes is sometimes drawn to accomplish a certain standard of accuracy and 

allows a persona to come through the test (Ronell, 2005). Beyond that, as I may take on both roles 

of the tester and testee during the choreographic exercises, it may mean I do not only uphold the 

standard of the task and ensure it is what it is intended to be. It similarly allows my understanding 

and feelings in the moment of the task to affect the results, allowing the K-Cooling to align with the 

contextual elements of when the task is performed. However, there is some material I did not add to 

the final piece from Meg Stuart and Pina Bausch’s choreographic exercises. 
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Figure 3: Concept Photo #1. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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03.K-Cool Contexts Literature from Some of The Cool 

People 

 

All eyes on me when I bust down the door (BLACKPINK, 2016, 0:27).  

 

This chapter aims to address how the K-pop culture is seen within my practice. The K-pop culture is 

growing globally and within Aotearoa/New Zealand. As a European/Chinese woman, I found my love 

of K-pop two years ago, and I am currently in a K-pop group called Elit-is. One of the reasons I love K-

pop is its cool aesthetic. However, there is little knowledge or research about how K-pop culture is 

growing and why it is considered a cool pop culture. How is K-pop different from Western pop? How 

does K-pop affect my social identity? Discussing this issue will provide a refined understanding of 

how K-pop culture grows and why it is considered a cool pop genre. The outcome of this research is 

to acknowledge K-pop culture through my practice.   

 
 
 
03.1 What is K-pop?  

 
Linda Kuo et al. (2020) “K-pop is a musical genre-turned cultural phenomenon known for its catchy 

rhythms, slick choreography, and expansive, dedicated fanbase” (p. 2). K-pop is derived from Hip 

Hop; as Joyhanna Yoo Garza (2021) explains, “in recent years, K-pop has become a globalised 

musical genre whose ori-gins can be traced to the influence of US hip hop in South Korea in the early 

1990s” (p. 4). “The first commercially visible traces of Korean hip hop orig-inated with the band Seo 

Tae-Ji and Boys” (Fuhr 2015; Song 2019, as cited in Garza 2021, p. 4). Furthermore, Hae-Kyung Um 

(2013) discusses in “1990 Hyôn Chin-yông performed ‘Sad Mannequin’ which brought singing, 

dancing and rapping together for the first time” (p. 54), which show the influences of the New Jack 

Swing of the late 1980s and is now more widely accepted as a milestone in Korean hip-hop (Y. Kim et 
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al., 2008, as cited in Um, 2013). Um (2013) argues that this format and style that combined Korean 

pop ballad, dance and rap became a template for Korean hip-hop and continued to be employed by 

the resulting pop idols and mainstream hip-hop artists in Korea. A new term ‘rap dance’ was also 

created to refer to this combined form of early ‘Korean hip-hop’, more dance and singing centred 

(Um, 2013). Garza (2021) points out, “K-pop borrows not only from the various subgenres of hip hop 

but also from Europop, R&B, dance music, dubstep and more” (p. 4). While K-pop is,  

 

borrowing from international/American hip-hop idiom, such as sampling techniques, clothing and 

dance style, Korean hip-hop has also developed some dis-tinct local characteristics by introducing 

elements of Korean music (both popular and traditional) and by mixing Korean and English lyrics in 

ways that are meaningful to its domestic audience. (J’Kyun’, n.d., as cited in Um, 2013, p. 55) 

 

Also, JungBong Choi and Roald Maliangkay (2014) state that K-pop “introduces neologisms and 

mobile device-based jargons, and occasionally interjects Japanese and Chinese onomatopoeia” (p. 

5). As Liew Kai Khiun (2013) indicates, K-pop is performed by pop artists trained in South Korea.  

 

03.2 K-pop globally 

Choi and Maliangkay (2014) have identified that K-pop has experienced massive growth, expanding 

to engage a broad audience, including the United States, the United Kingdom, Turkey, Egypt, Asia, 

and Southeast Asia. Paula Iadevito (2014) has emphasised that with the popularity of K-pop among 

young teenagers who are diverse and faraway, these K-pop music bands respond to pop formulas 

reproduced worldwide. Also, the “fusion of melodic styles from the West with elements of the Asian 

culture which sets K-pop apart” (Iadevito, 2014, p. 128). Iadevito (2014) proposes that “teenagers 

today live in a highly technologized communicative reality, and a state of inter-generation 

relationships characterized by closeness and horizontality” (p. 128). Marcelo Urresti (2008, as cited 

in Iadevito, 2014) suggests that, 
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…parents and children tend to share a relatively “common” and indistinct culture. From this 

perspective, teenagers today develop their generational opposition by relating to distinct and exotic 

cultural referents and objects to give meaning to the “struggle for recognition” natural to their age, 

and the search to define personal identity. (p. 128) 

 

Iadevito (2014) argues, so why do teenagers choose Korean bands? “How can the fact that such 

fanaticism brings them to study the Korean language to understand the lyrics of the songs so they 

can sing them be explained?” (p. 128). At times, K-pop is an outlet through which fans can express 

their feelings, interests or identities (Choi & Maliangkay, 2014). As fans immerse themselves in K-

pop, the “immersion is not a form of drowning but of swimming” (Choi & Maliangkay, 2014, p. 6) as 

K-pop groups will realise essential, unedited video recordings of dances on YouTube, “featuring 

members in more casual outfits in dance studios as chorographical references” (Khiun, 2013, p. 169). 

K-pop fandoms “desire to be cover dancers of these K-pop groups” (Khiun, 2013, p. 171). Fandom 

cover-dancers aspire to dance like the stars (Khiun, 2013), and they express the desire to 

“appropriate the spatiality created by their favorite artistes’ choreographies” (Khuin, 2013, p. 171) 

as “K-pop fandom is as much about fans themselves as about K-pop” (Choi & Maliangkay, 2014, p. 

6). Khiun (2013) points out that:  

 

the seeming simplicity of these synchronized dance choreographies has pro-vided chorographic 

possibilities and cultural elasticity for its appropriation and re-performances by cover dancers. More 

than imitative acts, these performers use K-pop dances to re-interpret, re-inscribe and re-calibrate 

the socio-cultural contours to which they have been subjected within their individual local contexts. 

(p. 179) 

 

In bringing out and asserting individual differences, the “cover dancers have collectively insisted that 

K-pop acknowledges the diverse cosmopolitan landscapes and dance-scapes of the places it 
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reaches” (Khiun, 2013, p. 179). In addition, unlike the K-pop artists, the cover dancers come from 

mixed backgrounds (Khiun, 2013). An example is CRAVE NZ (2015), a New Zealand K-pop group 

consisting of four members: Cindy, Rachel, Vivian and Vee. The letters of their first name stand for 

CRAVE, and they do dance covers as well as their choreography (NZ, 2015). I relate to this because I 

am part of a K-pop group called Elit-is, formed through Enbeat Dance Academy. We all come from 

mixed backgrounds, and we do K-pop dance covers.  

 
Therefore, K-pop globally engaging with mixed fandom backgrounds could be the fact that fans of 

“Korean pop music are part of a true “urban tribe” from which they configure and reaffirm aspects 

of their individual and collective identity” (Iadevito, 2014, p. 128). Choi and Maliangkay (2014) 

emphasise that for “these young audiences, K-pop fandom can be a statement about their 

dispositions, dis/likings, and aspirations, not just reflective of the actual, present self but also 

formative of the desired, future self” (p. 6). 

 
03.3 K-pop is cool?  

The New York Times (2011, as cited in Leung, 2012) said that K-pop is “short for Korean pop” (p. 7), 

and Sun Jung (2011) indicates that K-pop had become a cool, modern pop culture. What can be seen 

as essential in understanding K-pop is how it is pop culture. Patricia Leavy and Adrienne Trier-Bieniek 

(2014) explains, “popular culture generally refers to the images, narratives, and ideas that circulate 

within mainstream culture. They are “popular” in that they are known to the masses-most in a given 

society are exposed to the same dominant parts of pop culture” (p. 12). John Storey (2003, as cited 

in Leavy & Trier-Bieniek, 2014), a popular culture theorist, traced the history of pop culture, noting 

eight historical moments: folk culture, high culture, mass culture, postmodern culture, hegemony, 

cultural identities and global culture. However, there is little distinction between media culture and 

popular culture; both cultures are part of commercial culture (Leavy & Trier-Bieniek, 2014). Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer, both German philosopher theorists, had referred to ‘mass culture’, 

but Robert W. Witkin (2003) explains: “they replaced the term with ‘culture industry’ because they 
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saw the former term as suggesting a culture that arises spontaneously from the masses” (p. 47). 

From above, the culture industry seeks to process both high and low art and blend them into a single 

schema, thereby integrating its consumers (Witkin, 2003). “The customer is not the master or the 

empowered element in all this; s/he is not the subject but the manipulated object” (Witkin, 2003, p. 

47). For example, Iadevito (2014) points out how: 

 

K-pop starts as an expression of “popular culture” and becomes a purely commercial product 

(absorbed by the “cultural industries,” it becomes a part of “mass culture”) articulating elements of 

traditional culture and elements of modernity, and can for that reason also be interpreted as “hybrid 

culture”. (p. 130)  

 

Dal Yong Jin (2018) argues that Korean pop music is forming its own identity that is not based only 

on one culture in particular but a hybrid mash-up of various cultures, thus producing a brand new 

entity in its own right. With K-pop being commercialised, Instagram and TikTok have been a medium 

of communication of influence for the K-pop culture to spread. Wahdah Annisa Amri (2020) stresses 

that “the majority of K-pop fans use Instagram” “to interact, find information, look for pictures and 

videos, exchange information related to idols with other fans in cyberspace” (p. 8). Crystal Abidin 

(2021) adds that many “prominent K-pop singers and groups have started dedicated TikTok accounts 

to use it as a launchpad for the further distribution, globalization, and mainstreaming of their music” 

(p. 92). My research relates to this because, as Lev Manovich (2017) points out, people around the 

world today use digital tools and social media platforms. It is considered cool to use these platforms 

and to show a visual aesthetic that is a perfect look. Since K-pop uses these platforms as a 

commercial framing, Kyong Yoon (2018a) explains that K-pop and its idols are described as cool pop 

cultural icons compared with their Western counterparts. “K-pop is a stylistic youth cultural form 

that can be enjoyed by any cool young people regardless of their ethnic backgrounds” (Yoon, 2018a, 

p. 9). In fact, “K-pop was considered younger and happier music with a new look compared to 
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Western pop music. There’s a lot of energy in K-pop, the music videos are really bright and 

colourful” (Yoon, 2018a, p. 9). The high energy in K-pop connects to my performance as I use high 

energy in my movements and music, as it helps draw the audience in to keep watching my 

performance.   

 

For their music, Howard, a 24 year old K-pop fan, “described it as music that takes stuff from our 

music and makes it better or catchier” (Yoon, 2018b, p. 6). In fact, according to the fans in this study, 

“K-pop replicates yet advances American pop genres through high-quality music videos and 

performances. K-pop idols were often described as far more sophisticated performers than their 

Western counterparts, who might repeat their conventional music and performance styles” (Yoon, 

2018b, p. 6). A 19 year old fan, Thelma, notes that “K-pop idols ‘are not scared to do different 

things’, while Western artists seem to stay with more of the same sort of thing” (Yoon, 2018b, p. 6). 

K-pop groups have a concept, and Ray (2020) adds that a concept is almost like a theme or style of 

sound and look. Mingyun Bang (2019) agrees as K-pop groups use this when a new group is debuting 

or when a group has a comeback; a comeback is when a K-pop group or solo artist releases new 

music. They then go to many music shows to perform their lead single; although their song is 

essential, Jui-Che Chang (2019) indicates that producers such as agencies pay more attention to their 

appearance, like dancing styles, dressing, hairstyle and makeup. “This combination tells the story of 

the chosen style concept for each era.” (What is K-pop?, 2021, para. 21). Aja Romano (2020) points 

out that since K-pop “bands are still often tied to concepts that coincide with specific albums, these 

various albums will often comprise different “eras” in a band’s history, with each era often reflecting 

a different style or aesthetic phase for the band” (para. 28). In fact, in K-pop, every new album marks 

a band’s big comeback, as the “visual aesthetic make-overs that groups undergo from album to 

album help foster this idea: out with the old era, in with the new” (Romano, 2020, para. 30). As Tara 

Smith (2021) points out, some K-pop groups are known for their versatile discography; for example, 

TXT, a K-pop boy group, have songs of different genres. txtofficial_moa (2021) explain some 
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examples; “Blue Orangeade” – new jack swing, “Crown” – synth-pop, “Cat & Dog” – hip hop and 

“Nap of a Star” – soft modern rock.  

 

Beyond that, in Yoon’s (2018b) study, a group of White Canadians “found K-pop interesting as it 

provides an alternative cultural choice that is different from their White-dominant peer culture” (p. 

9). By participating in this emerging cultural form, they looked for what they felt was lacking in 

mainstream culture, particularly Western pop music (Yoon, 2018b). K-pop “is an environment of 

relentless newness, both in participants and in style” (New York Times, 2011, as cited in Leung, 2012, 

p. 7). Sarah Leung (2012) adds that the newness of K-pop appears to attract people, as music 

production companies in Korea recruit young Asians in Korea and other parts of Asia and the Asian 

diaspora for new members to join singing groups, which creates new K-pop groups. Not only does K-

pop have new groups, but Hee-Eun Lee’s idea about their music is,  

 

…hybridized Korean hip-hop/dance music has managed to make the once-strange into the familiar, 

and the once-familiar has been made strange. As foreign audiences latch onto the “familiar”, more 

global aspects of K-pop, they become more willing to accept the “stranger” sides of the genre, like the 

ways in which artists integrate rap, singing, hip-hop and pop styles in new ways. (Leung, 2012, p. 44) 

 

“The K-pop industry and its producers have emphasised the importance of Western pop music 

components and hybridization for K-pop’s global circulation” (Yoon, 2018b, p. 6). Homi K. Bhabha, a 

critical theorist, looks at hybridity as a concept that exists within a postcolonial theory. He discusses 

that hybrid culture “does not depend on the persistence of tradition; it is resourced by the power of 

tradition to be reinscribed through the conditions of contingency and contradictoriness” (Bhabha, 

1994, p. 3). Bhabha (1994) claims there is a space “in-between the designations of identity” and that 

“this interstitial passage between fixed identifications opens up the possibility of cultural hybridity 

that entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy” (p. 5). Which Bhabha (1994) 
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defines as a ‘Third Space’. Ian M. Clothier (2005) explains that this space of hybrid cultures is not a 

simple merge of two cultures but a space of its own making and authenticity. This space is informed 

by but “hybridity disturbs traditions, and replaces tradition with novel solutions” (Clothier, 2005, p. 

48). The solution fits the locale. “In this in-between place, traces of formative cultures can be 

located, but there will always be aspects that are specific to the hybrid” (Clothier, 2005, p. 48). 

Leung (2012) indicates that those cultural effects are evident in how K-pop appropriated Western 

styles and how it has created its own style. “K-pop may have a hybrid voice, but it is a voice that 

remains culturally grounded at its heart” (Leung, 2012, p. 14). 

 

Also, with K-pop having a catchy sound and softness to its music, the social media-driven 

participatory fan culture seems to make up the cool style of K-pop (Yoon, 2018a). Moreover, in the 

“subcultural symbolic economy of K-pop, the fans considered themselves as cool consumers” 

(Jensen, 2006, as cited in Yoon, 2018a, p. 10) and made themselves be different from the imagined 

mass of mainstream consumers.  

 

However, it should also be noted that the coolness of K-pop is not entirely free of its ethnic 

meanings (Yoon, 2018a). Most K-pop idols come from an Asian ethnic background or (Khiun, 2013) 

have an East Asian look.  

 

Therefore, fans often perceive K-pop’s musical styles as a newer version of pop music rather than 

entirely different exotic music (Yoon, 2018b). K-pop is emergent; it is constantly growing and 

developing; like the English vocab, there are new slang, new words, and new definitions; it is never 

the same. As the K-pop culture grows, it has helped South Korea’s Gross Domestic Product. Vanek 

Smith (2021) identified that the K-pop group BTS’s popularity is fuelling tourism to Korea, studying 

the Korean language, interest in Korean movies and so forth. BTS is bringing in an estimated $5 

billion a year to South Korea, which is around half the percent of the country’s entire economy 
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(Smith, 2021). The scale is enormous compared to my own country, New Zealand’s Gross Domestic 

Product in 2020 was 210.89 billion USD (New Zealand GDP, n.d.). This terrain of K-pop is seen as a 

cool pop culture, and how K-pop uses coolness through the music, visual aesthetics, and 

choreography concepts that they create. When I am doing K-pop in my practice, it is a mixture of 

contemporary and K-pop choreography; because of my discussion of K-pop creating newness, I am 

producing new content within my choreography. I can claim this to be K-pop as I present my work 

through this terrain. 

 

Figure 4: LITTLEJOHN Debut. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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Tips on coolness regime 
1. Stand up straight. 

2. Always wear an outfit that best suits you. 
3. Walk into a room with confidence. (Brown, 2021) 

 

03.4 Why do we desire coolness?  

Mark Harvey (2011) emphasises that “coolness is an elusive yet loaded term in contemporary 

western culture” (p. 2). In a contemporary context, coolness has many meanings, “trend setting, 

fashionable, influential a feeling of belonging, rebellious, hip and in the groove” (Harvey, 2011, p. 4). 

Dar-Nimrod et al. (2012) reveal that the slang form of coolness has likely become nominalised in the 

English language because it offers reliable guidance on behaving oneself in a positive valued way. 

 

Dar-Nimrod et al. (2012) suggest a potentially infinite set of ways to be cool may appear reasonable 

when considering the sometimes extreme subcultural and generational differences in judgments of 

which musical groups, pop idols, art forms and clothing styles are considered cool. Also, to be cool is 

considered a healing and socially purifying process by such people. It is a highly desirable mask to 

express strength and power (Harvey, 2011).  

 

Harvey (2011) emphasises “the want of coolness is like any other want we experience in that it is 

essentially subject to the unconscious force of desire” (p. 12). Gerber and Geiman (2012, as cited in 

Loureiro et al., 2020) found from a psychological perspective, “we are more likely to agree on what 

is cool along with the group rather than what each of us considers to be cool individually” (p. 3). 

 

However, Harvey (2011) says, “coolness is always subject to the failure of the desire to be cool - 

being cool is never truly achievable” (p. 6). As this idea of desire is unconscious to us as,  
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…it is difficult to gain a sense of self-awareness over the process of desire in the act of attempting to 

be cool. As Lacan states, desire… …is the desire for nothing nameable because neither need nor 

demand can function to express or locate it. (Harvey, 2011, p. 18) 

 

As consumers behave similarly to those around them, like listening to music, their friends listen to 

and purchase the latest trends that help them fit in and signal the desired identity (Ariely & Levav, 

2000; Berger & Heath, 2007; Escalas & Bettman, 2005 as cited in Budzanowski, 2017). However, 

consumers simultaneously want to be different and set themselves apart from the mass (Snyder & 

Fromkin, 1980; Snyder, 1992; Tian et al., 2001, as cited in Budzanowski, 2017). As Antje Budzanowski 

(2017) points out, participants may see a conforming brand as uncool in a private setting. However, 

when participants are in the presence of others, they prefer the nonconforming brand as a cool 

brand because social visibility influences participants choice for the uncool brand but not for the 

cool brand (Budzanowski, 2017). Within this idea of social visibility in my performance, I am 

engaging with coolness and what it is like to be cool as well as pose coolly in front of audience 

members. I could play with making all these cool moves, and then I stop holding a cool pose whilst 

the music keeps playing. I hold the coolness by doing less while looking cool.   

 

To be seen as cool, fashion is one of the ways to portray this, as Harvey (2011) identifies that “desire 

and its ‘lack’ in itself pushes people to continually want to be cool, fashion (or the current popular 

style or custom prompts coolness to remain continually attractive” (p. 19). Market-driven companies 

manipulate the desire of cool through fashion, as businesses take advantage of consumers wanting 

to be cool by selling more to them (Harvey, 2011). Although, “consumers use brands to express a 

desired identity” (Belk, 1988; Escalas & Bettman, 2003, 2005; Fournier, 1998; Holt, 1995; Kleine et 

al., 1995; Richins, 1997, as cited in Budzanowski, 2017, p. 31). Brands like Apple and Nike 

“profoundly demonstrate that coolness is more than just a school’s backyard adjective, but a topic 

for boardrooms that reflects the consumer’s desirability and a company’s performance” 
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(Budzanowski, 2017, p. 1). If consumers cannot keep up with new fashions of what is in, they are 

considered uncool, failures of coolness (Harvey, 2011). In other words, “coolness is subjective. 

Brands are only cool (or uncool) to the extent that consumers consider them as such” (Connor 1995; 

Gurrieri 2009; Pountain and Robins 2000, as cited in Warren et al., 2019, p. 4). Relating this to my 

research, K-pop groups/idols are seen as fashion icons (Leung, 2012), and in my performance, my 

costume is a streetwear grunge look, a conceptual idea. This layer of coolness can relate to fashion 

trends as I do not want to be seen as uncool.  

 

However, when we desire coolness, “according to Richard Lichtman, we are vulnerable when we 

desire, because what we truly want is protection” (1982, as cited in Harvey, 2011, p. 19). However, 

Loureiro et al. (2020) propose that “coolness positively influences passionate desire” (p. 7). Belk et 

al. (2010, as cited in Warren & Campbell, 2014) point out that “qualitative studies similarly describe 

coolness as having a positive va-lence, noting that consumers even sometimes use the word “cool” 

as a synonym for “I like it” (p. 544). Dar Nimrod et al. 2012; Mohiuddin et al. 2016; Pountain and 

Robins 2000, as cited in Warren et al., 2019), states that “consumers view coolness as a desirable 

trait” (p. 25). We “desire to present a positive self-image to others is more pronounced in public 

rather than in private due to social concerns” (Berger & Heath, 2008; Ratner & Kahn, 2002; D. 

Thompson & Norton, 2011; White & Dahl, 2006, as cited in Budzanowski, 2017, p. 52).  

 

Although coolness is a “positive trait, coolness re-quires more than the mere perception that 

something is pos-itive or desirable” (Leland 2004; MacAdams 2001, as cited in Warren & Campbell, 

2014, p. 544) as coolness comes with ‘baggage’ (Pountain & Robin, 2000, as cited in Warren & 

Campbell, 2014). For instance, Antje Budzanowski (2017) emphasises that “consumers are sensitive 

to public scrutiny and desire to convey that they are interesting people through their selection of a 

product or brand” (p. 57), making them feel pressured to make interesting choices (Budzanowski, 

2017).  
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We desire coolness because we feel protected when we feel cool, yet “coolness is never attainable” 

(Harvey, 2011, p. 24). Kerner and Pressman (2007, as cited in Warren & Campbell, 2014) state, “our 

society is consumed with the trappings of cool… All across the psychographic spectrum everyone 

wants it, even if they can’t define what ‘cool’ actually is” (p. 543). K-pop in the early 2000s is still 

considered cool today because K-pop groups who go on talk shows or interviews are sometimes 

asked to dance to early 2000s iconic K-pop group hit songs. For example, TXT, a K-pop boy group, 

was asked to dance in 2021, the medley of Ring Ding Dong by Shinee and Bbiribbom Bberibbom by 

Co-Ed on MMTG, a variety show. The show contains star interviews in various areas and a dedicated 

YouTube channel (hana, 2021). The Ring Ding Dong song was released in 2009; it is an iconic dance 

because of its catchy lyrics and the little dance in the chorus (sausage roll the, 2018). The following 

year, Bbiribbom Bberibbom was released in 2010; it has a strong trot rhythm to it that it became 

popular and entered several music charts such as Gaon Chart in rank #61 (THE STORY OF, 2021).  

 

We feel desired when newness is exposed, but we can never truly be satisfied as we constantly grow 

and develop our identity in this modern digital setting (Jung, 2011). Consumers need a means of 

escape, and most refer to music. Considering this research, while choreographing my performance, I 

play with what looks cool and not cool. I can claim my choreography to be K-pop even though it is 

influenced by contemporary dance. Although someone could say my choreography is not K-pop, as 

Taichou7 (2020) explains, in general, male choreography like BTS, ATEEZ and Monsta X are Urban 

with heavy hip hop elements like popping. Conversely, most female choreography incorporates Jazz, 

Jazz-funk, Waacking and Voguing (Taichou7, 2020). However, Taichou7 (2020) acknowledges that 

many K-pop groups incorporate other styles such as contemporary, for instance, BTS and LOONA’s 

Butterfly dance. Therefore, my choreography could consist of these genres to explore the standard 

of coolness as “there is forever a dilemma as to whether one should be considered cool or uncool – 

even for those who are considered to be ultimately cool” (Harvey, 2011, 28). 
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03.5 Words of Wisdom 

 

03.6 Social Identity Theory?  

Hogg and Abrams (1988, as cited in Stets & Burke, 2000) state that social identity theory involves a 

“person’s knowledge that he or she belongs to” a “social category or group. A social group is a set of 

individuals who hold a common social identi-fication or view themselves as members of the same 

social category” (p. 225). Jan E. Stets and Peter J. Burke (2000) points out that people similar to the 

self are categorised with the self and labelled the in-group; people who differ from the self are 

categorised as the out-group. Group members of an in-group will seek to find negative aspects of an 

out-group while enhancing their self-image (Stets & Burke, 2000). Stets and Burke (ibid) explain that, 

like social identity theory, identity theory deals mainly with the components of a structured society. 

“Persons acting in the context of social structure name one another and themselves in the sense of 

recog-nizing one another as occupants of positions (roles)” (ibid, p. 225). The core of identity is the 

“categorization of the self as an occu-pant of a role, and the incorporation, into the self, of the 

meanings and expectations associ-ated with that role and its performance” (Burke & Tully, 1977; 

Thoits, 1986, as cited in ibid, p.255). In addition, McCall, and Simmons (1978, as cited in ibid) make it 

clear that the naming within identity theory includes self and others that take on meaning about our 

plans and activities. Recently identity theorists have drawn on this meaningful relationship between 

people and things to incorporate the concept of resources (things that sustain people and 

interactions) as a central component in identity processes (Freese and Burke, 1994, as cited in ibid). 

Within my practice, I am portraying whilst convincing the audience in my performance that I am a 

cool K-pop idol. Holding myself in this terrain of coolness gives me a sense of my social identity; even 

though I am not Korean, I am European/Chinese. AleXa (Davis, 2020) is a Korean-American singer 

based in South Korea, who argues that K-pop idols are untouchable perfection in the consumer’s 
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eyes. As I am a cool K-pop idol, the audience cannot touch my coolness even if they desire it because 

my performance will have a barrier between myself and the audience. Two of my security guards 

will carry this out; they will direct the audience into my performance and inform them to move back 

if they are too close. I am categorising the audience as uncool because they are the out-group that I 

do not identify myself with.  

 

Figure 5: Security guards hard at work. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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03.7 Gender Theory?  

Psychologist Robert Stoller says the “word gender describes how much feminine and masculine 

behaviour an individual displays” (Ton, 2018, p. 6). Mari Mikkola (2017), a philosopher, “gives a 

similar definition: Gender denotes men and women depending on social factors such as social roles, 

position, behaviour and identity” (Ton, 2018, p. 6). Judith Butler, an American philosopher and 

gender theorist, says gender is culturally constructed (Butler, 1999). In fact, Haslanger (1995, as cited 

in Ton, 2018) expressed that gender is socially constructed in some contexts, claiming that women 

are feminine and men are masculine due to social causes instead of biologically determined. 

Bettcher (2014, as cited in Ton, 2018) adds that “Butler views the agent as performatively 

constituted by their gendered behaviour” (p. 9). As Butler (1988) states that gender is performative, 

and gender “is real only to the extent that it is performed” (p. 527). Meaning “that there can be no 

gender identity before the gendered acts, because the acts are continuously constituting the 

identity. Butler wrote that nobody can be gender before doing gendered acts” (Ton, 2018, p. 14). 

Emily Cao (2019) examines “girl groups in K-pop through the theoretical lens of doing gender” (para. 

2), which is similar to gendered acts. Cao (2019) emphasises K-pop girl group BLACKPINK, as they 

portray a bad girl image to their audience, their persona is illustrated through their tomboyish 

clothing, heavy makeup, and intense dance movements. BLACKPINK does gender by representing 

hybridised femininity (Cao, 2019). Hybridised femininity is a form of femininity that incorporates 

aspects of masculinity (Young, 2017). This is one way K-pop is feminine, whereas Western gender 

stereotypes, men and women are generalised; typically, there is a great deal of consensus about 

them (Hentschel et al., 2019). As gender stereotype theory suggests, “men are generally perceived 

as more masculine than women, whereas women are generally perceived as more feminine than 

men” (Kachel et al., 2016, para. 1). There has been research on male K-pop idols who perform 

“gender by challenging the western gender binaries of homo- sexuality/heterosexuality, 

masculine/feminine bodies, and masculinized gaze directed on the feminized object” (Oh, 2015, as 

cited in Kuo et al., 2020, p. 4). Waves Harris, part of KDA, a K-pop community group in New Zealand, 
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discovered they identified as non-binary through K-pop (Levesque, 2021). I come from a Western 

background in New Zealand, and what feminine means to me in relation to my practice, I would 

describe my feminine movements as sassy or hybridised femininity as the concept of my 

choreography fits with the girl crush concept of K-pop. Petter Almqvist-Ingersoll, (2019) explains, girl 

crush presents a different kind of femininity: grittier, tougher, with a more aggressive attitude – a bit 

more masculine. The concept affects the overall sound and attitude of the artists; masculinity and 

femininity also take distinctly different paths in terms of visual expressions. 

 

Some K-pop girl groups use a girl crush concept, for example, BLACKPINK (Almqvist-Ingersoll, 2019). 

As a result, gender theory is evident in my research, and I present it through the lens of gender 

performativity, using hybridised femininity within my choreography and having a girl crush concept 

overall for my performance. 
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04.Literature from The Other Cool People 

 

04.1 Connecting to other artist’s work  

Who is the coolest? Who is the K-pop group members? Who am I a fan of? I reflect here on the 

following artists and choreographers in relation to my work within this research, including Meg 

Stuart, Yvonne Rainer, Claire Bishop, Helen Thomas, and Alexa Wilson. 

 

Meg Stuart is an American choreographer (Tomic, 2016); she works with emotional states and 

choreographic exercises within her practice (Vilkaitytė, 2011). Her work Hunter in 2014 was a solo 

show where she explores her own body as an archive “populated with personal and cultural 

memories, ancestors and artistic heroes, fantasies and invisible forces” (Tomic, 2016, p. 11). Picking 

through her dance archive, her movement in all the solos she has ever done, going through them, 

studying them, going through the things that influenced her and the artists (Gibb, n.d.). Her idea of 

going through things that have influenced her relates to my practice of choreographing my 

performance. As practitioners I have learnt from have influenced my movement, my movement is a 

mixture of contemporary and K-pop. Furthermore, in Meg Stuart’s performance, she shares the 

“inner forces of her (material) body, and the body that is resonating the outer world” (Tomic, 2016, 

p. 11). I use the emotional state of coolness with my practice by presenting to the audience that I am 

cool and posing coolly in front of them during my performance.  

 

The second artist Yvonne Rainer is an American choreographer and filmmaker. She questions the 

pleasure of being looked at as a performer from the audience and the traditional relationship 

between the two (Trio A, n.d.). Thus, she created Trio A in 1966 choreographed and performed it for 

the camera in 1978. It is written for a solo performer; it incorporates no music and features a 

seamless flow of everyday movements like toe-tapping, walking, and kneeling. It would be about a 

kind of pacing where a pose is never struck (Trio A, n.d.). Before creating Trio A, Rainer wrote her 
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“No Manifesto” in 1965. “Through it, she declared her opposition to the dominant forms of dance of 

the period – typified by Martha Graham” (Trio A, n.d., para. 3) and outlined the principles of her 

radical new approach:    

 

No to spectacle. 

No to virtuosity. 

No to transformation and magic and make-believe. 

No to the glamour and transcendency of the star image. 

No to the anti-heroic. 

No to trash imagery. 

No to involvement of performer or spectator. 

No to style. 

No to camp. 

No to seduction of spectator by the wiles of the performer. 

No to eccentricity. 

No to moving or being moved. (Trio A, n.d., para. 4) 

 
However, watching Yvonne Rainer’s “No Manifesto” approach, she is going against her own words, 

as her performance did have style, moving or being moved and spectacle. She can be seen to be 

operating as a hypocrite to her work, and in this context now it is seen differently because during 

the time of the “No Manifesto”, it was a guide to help produce new material, along the lines of new 

modern dance movements, it was more democratic. Using her approach of “No Manifesto” and the 

relationship of being watched by the audience, I have created my own “No Manifesto”, where I 

attempt to go entirely against Rainer‘s idea (as discussed in the next chapter). I attempt to use 

reference points of Western contemporary dance movements, creating my material, playing with K-

pop and coolness as a strategy. (see Discussion chapter Thinking K-pop for my “No Manifesto”) 
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Rainer wrote in the dance phrase, “there is always maximal output or ‘attack’ at the beginning of a 

phrase, recovery at the end, with energy often arrested somewhere in the middle” (Lambert, 1999, 

p. 92). This can in one sense appear similar to my practice as I have an intro’ countdown and stillness 

in the middle of my performance. In fact, “one part of the phrase – usually the part that is most still 

becomes the focus of attention” (Lambert, 1999, p. 92). The purpose of stillness in my performance, 

as I stated previously, I am attempting to pose ‘being cool’ by doing les’s. It could be registered as a 

suspended moment of climax (Lambert, 1999). And, perhaps even to borrow Lacan’s frame of 

reference, a deferral of ‘my fan’s’ desires for me to deliver dance spectacle, playing on their deep 

senses of ‘lack’, in so doing promising to achieve coolness.  

 

Claire Bishop’s book Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship is “an insightful 

exploration of the history of participatory and socially engaged art and its current manifestations” 

(Eschenburg, 2014, p. 175). Morgan Quaintance (2012) emphasises, “the field of participatory art 

Bishop has identified as worthy of critical and institutional attention: the field in which people 

constitute the central artistic medium and material, [now] in the manner of theatre” (p. 37). Her 

discussion around solo artists, as what she considers are objects of capitalism, with the performer 

serving as a commodity to be consumed by viewers relates to my work as I am attempting to play on 

these ideas in my solo performance – with the ‘marketable’ packaging of my work. With capitalism 

comes marketing, for example; in the context where this research has been presented, the 

University of Auckland Dance Studies is well known to have a market-related approach where we 

usually have a publicly marketed end of year showcase because this helps to market the Dance 

Studies department and degree programmes. There is commodity fetishism in K-pop, and as Renuka 

Bhat (2020) argues that South Korea generally commodifies idols, as companies tapped into the 

American market, which can be seen to be a capitalist’s jackpot and as the “popularity of the groups 

grows further, more merchandise, apps, movies and everything in between are created – all of 

which centre around the idols themselves” (para. 10). I am attempting to play with commodity 
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fetishism in my practice by projecting a positive, attractive image of myself, created by my own ‘LJ 

production company’, and I become a product (Bhat, 2020).  

 

Figure 6: Concept Photo #2. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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Helen Thomas’s book The Body, Dance and Cultural Theory (2003), discusses normativities of 

youthful bodies in Western dance (and what can be seen as Western influenced dance like K-pop), 

and how a young perfect beautiful body can be marketable. As she notes:  

 

While men encouraged to work on strengthen-ing their muscles, women are encouraged to achieve a 

toned look, in which muscle definition does not transgress the normative codes of the binary divide 

between femininity and masculinity. (Schultze, 1990, cited in Thomas, 2003, p. 52) 

 

In “contemporary consumer culture the prize for the disciplined body in terms of diet, exercise and 

cosmetics is locatable in the notion of a more attractive physical appearance and thus a more 

marketable self” (Thomas, 2003, p. 52). This could be seen to reinforce heteronormativity, where 

gender binaries are reinforced through illusions as Butler might argue, offering “a model of action 

that is based on a sleight of hand (think of Goffman’s idea of manipulation here), the fake, the 

unreal, the simulacrum” (Thomas, 2013, p. 49). This in turn can be seen to be tied into a series of 

“binary opposites; performer/audience, deceit/authenticity, activity/passivity, which are endemic in 

the western humanist tradition” (ibid).  

 

K-pop is well-known to have a cis gender normative, “Scholars note that female idols often carry the 

additional burden of” cis “gendered norms of comportment” (Seabrook, 2012, as cited in Garza, 

2021, p. 5). Beyond that, Chuyun Oh (2014) reveals that comparing “K-pop male and female per-

formers’ dance movements in that the male dancing body tends to be able to more freely traverse 

the very fluid boundary of gender performativity” (p. 69). Also, some K-pop female idols 

“demonstrate how a certain body part is gendered and which one is the acceptable “ideal” female 

body type for Korean female youth and East Asians” (Oh, 2014, p. 59). What can be seen as 

significant in this is the role of market processes underlying this and how much K-pop has a business 

focus. One can argue that such capitalist processes are used to reaffirm cis gender conventionalism, 
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in line with Butler, reminding us that gender has to be performed. According to Renuka Bhat (2020), 

“In a truly capitalist fashion, the product that the public demands” stays “in business” (para. 10). 

Perhaps, because K-pop is a product that relies on public demand, gender normativity is reinforced 

by it. In contrast, my exploration of K-pop is not for commercial use; I am interested in critically 

reflecting on this commercialism and its adherent cultural practices, including gender norms.  

 

My work for me connects to the Aotearoa/NZ choreographic artist Alexa Wilson, “an experimental 

choreographer, performance artist, video artist, writer and curator from New Zealand based in 

Berlin” for “10 years” (Wilson, n.d., para 1). Her work ‘Gasping for Air aka Breathless’ (The Politics of 

Breathing) was a collaboration piece with Mayfield Brooks in 2017 (Alexa Wilson presents, 2017). It 

explores a “transnational conversation, exchange, improvisation and dance between the 

artists/borders around the breathless body in response to the current climate of surveillance and 

political overwhelm” (Alexa Wilson presents, 2017, para. 2). Also, the “use of technologies, and 

online dis/embodiment and breath/lessness in and across the internet carves spaces (bugs) for 

reflection and disruption, whereby each informs the other” (Mothership NYC, 2017, para. 3). 

Concerning my work, the Covid-19 pandemic has prevented me carrying out my own choreographic 

work in ways I might usually engage with it, but technology is helping me to develop my work. For 

example, Zoom has helped me stay connected with my Supervisor, but disruption of WIFI can hinder 

this. I also use Instagram to promote my performance and reflect on my work for the platform. 

Using these two platforms within my practice, I allow myself to be watched by others because I am 

portrayed as a cool K-pop idol; my persona is demonstrated through my clothing, makeup, and 

debut promo. Dal Yong Jin (2018) emphasises that “Technology” “has become a new trend” (p. 410). 

“Rando Kim, a professor of consumer science at Seoul National University” (Leung, 2012, p. 7), 

implies that celebrities have helped to drive the trend, as they scramble to keep ahead of digital 

technology mercilessly exposes not only their physical imperfections but any attempts to remedy 

them. Indeed, image is the essential “quality of a performer while talent, music, and creativity play 
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secondary roles, a statement that is reflected in both the music production process and broader 

social realities in South Korea” (Leung, 2012, p. 8). The use of technology within my practice has 

helped me develop my research and persona.  

 
 
04.2 Conclusion  

I have attempted to reflect on the performance of coolness within K-pop is a crucial component to 

consider in the cool pop culture. The literature suggests that coolness within K-pop influences the 

growth and popularity considering the marketing as well as the hybridity of their music involved for 

the pop culture. The idea of desiring coolness comes with newness. This chapter has also covered 

what is K-pop, theories and connecting to other artists work.  

 

For me social identity and gender theory has provided prompts to and insights into my K-pop 

practice within this research. While attempting to portray myself as a cool K-pop idol to an audience 

in my performance, I propose here that my coolness can be seen as seductive for the viewer, and my 

performance of my gender is part of that – performatively posing as cis female and gender 

normative in my performance.  
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Figure 7: Concept Photo #3. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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I have finished my dance and live practice. I am going to continue working on music 
before going home (TOMORROW X TOGETHER OFFICIAL, 2021).  

 

05.Discussion: Thinking K-pop 

 

05.1 My “No Manifesto”  

My choreographic process started exploring different movement tasks inside and outside the studio. 

As this analysis and movement research developed with each other, I began to define the concepts 

and ideas I wanted to explore. Within my choreographic process, I have found that movement 

generation through my “No Manifesto” has helped me tackle my research questions. As I play with 

the idea of coolness, I do everything I can to look cool in the consumer’s eyes and what coolness 

looks like to me. My “No Manifesto” is: 

 
No to having an underdressed costume. 

No to being uncool. 

No to being an impure K-pop artist. 

No to having a personal life. 

No to not having a producer.  

No to not having a media strategy. 

 
My “No Manifesto” goes against the goals of Yvonne Rainer’s “No Manifesto” goals as I aim to create 

stylised virtuosity, spectacle, expression and so on. Rainer’s goals could be seen as no to performing 

in general, whereas my “No Manifesto” seems to commit to the idea. I can approach my “No 

Manifesto” within my practice as Carrie Lambert (1999) pointed out, “through its photographs” 

perhaps in conversation with “Yvonne Rainer’s Trio A (1966),” where “the camera stills the dancers 

of Trio A in moments of physical drama” (p. 2). In relation to my research, K-pop works with cameras 
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within their practice and performance as “we are living in the era of new media and we have so 

many channels to communicate with the fans” (THE KOREA TIMES, 2020, 3.21). I attempt to work 

with this idea within my practice by promoting my debut performance on Instagram, to connect with 

my fans. My “No Manifesto” was similar to the form of K-Cooling, “testing is as assertive in its 

findings”… “standardised and equipped with irrefutable results” (Ronell, 2005, p.18). Hence, it 

appeared appropriate to engage in this form of choreographic creation for me. All the movements 

within each test were created through tasking. I based my own choreographic tasking K-Cooling on 

many different aspects of the K-pop concept world and pop diva.  

 

05.2 Pop Diva  

A choreographic element that I have explored and engaged with during K-Cooling is a ‘pop diva’ 

persona. In the late nineteenth century, pop diva originally referred to a female opera singer (Jaap, 

2019). However, Christina Newland (2018) argues, “the label has long come to mean a women 

celebrity of stage or screen; sometimes actresses, but usually singers, of a certain temperament” 

(para. 5). Although, Kooijman Jaap (2019) adds, the word “diva is also used to denounce the female 

star” (p. 7). The music video Diva in 2009 performed by Beyoncé can be seen to challenge 

conventional definitions of a diva (Jaap, 2019). “The five-second opening shot presents a dictionary-

style”… “a successful and glamorous female performer or personality <a fashion diva>; especially: a 

female singer who has achieved popularity <pop diva>” (ibid, p. 12). Therefore, I have attempted to 

use K-Cooling to play with commodity fetishism within my practice and K-pop being a part of mass 

culture helped shape my persona of being a pop diva. The diva persona has been developed from 

promoting my debut performance on Instagram and choreographing my piece. I have engaged with 

perceptual practices derived from Margaret Cameron’s engagement with American choreographer 

Deborah Hay, where “the perception is the dance” (Cameron, 2012, p. 13). I intentionally worked 

with the perceptual practice with the choreographic script of “what if where I am is what I need? 

Wherever I am is what I need. Everywhere I am is what I need” (Cameron, 2012, p. 19). Cameron’s 
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breaking down “what if I tell exactly as it is?” (ibid) could be seen as diva behaviour – where I 

attempt to portray the mental image of “I think I boss around a lot and I kind of push to get what I 

want” … “I know I’m being a diva” (Gorzelany-Mostak, 2016, p. 118). Thiago Ranniery and Elizabeth 

Macedo (2021) explain, a “diva is a problematic category, not in a pejorative sense, but in a 

mobilizing sense” (p. 192). Also, “the public seems to hate a celebrity who’s not gracious, especially 

when that celebrity is a powerful woman” (Newland, 2018, para. 17). However, Alex Doty argues, 

“diva can inspire women” , “the diva provides living proof that through self-determination the 

obstacles in society can be overcome” (Jaap, 2019, p. 15). Engaging with a pop diva persona, my 

coolness can be read as seductive for the audience since my choreography attempts to play with the 

K-pop girl crush concept. I intentionally referred to K-pop artists/groups who inspire me as pop 

divas, HWASA, APINK, BlackPink and CLC. Their creative performances can be seen to demonstrate 

coolness and strength, with a girl crush concept. These groups ended up being referred to and used 

in my performance, HWASA song “Twit”, APINK song “I’m so sick”, BlackPink’s song “Boombayah”, 

ClC songs “Helicopter” and “Me”. Choreographing my performance, these songs have been used as a 

founding base and mode to structure my performance work, and I have listened to the different 

layers of beats in the music, to know what I have been hitting. Moments where there have been 

multiple layers of beats, I have counted the timing and tested movements of what has appeared to 

‘work’ (as what I normatively perceive as being cool K-pop). I propose my movement vocab is 

engaging with hybridised femininity as the concept of my choreography attempts to activate the girl 

crush of K-pop. My movements can be seen as cliché, but I enjoy performing these kind of 

movements as I have learnt from influential K-pop idols (such as HWASA, DKB, AleXa and LISA). 

Perhaps in a normative vacuum, ‘they are cool to me’. During the choreographic process, I have 

developed the tactic of performing still poses as a way of promising coolness later on in the piece – 

whilst the music kept playing, I have been trying to ‘do less while looking cool’, like we might expect 

of stereotypical pop divas of K-pop (or not!!!).    
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This promise of becoming a K-Cooling K-pop Diva has been the result of trial and error, for me in 

spirit of Ronell’s perspective of testing. The accumulation of me posing has been the result of 

stumbling blocks in considering how to resolve and attempt to conceptually layer my K-popping (in 

my work). While pausing might be seen to be failing, as I have at first considered it to be, it has 

allowed me to propose the construction of my promises to be cool, as an exploration of coolness in 

this pop genre – as a cool K-pop Diva, that the planted audience (who were performers) just love, 

apparently.  

 

05.3 Creating Littlejohn   

Considering the market-based media so often associated with K-pop I have chosen to present ‘K-

Cooling Diva’ portrayal of myself through an online platform and through video, exploring, testing, 

and trialling the promotion of my debut performance – of course this has been reinforced by the 

limitations of Covid-19 and not being able to have an audience present for my final live 

performances. After developing a selection of choreographic tasks, I have placed them together to 

create a set of tests that have resulted in promises of K-Cooling (based on well-known constructions 

of K-pop coolness aesthetics that I regularly experience as a ‘K-pop trainee’). I have aimed to 

consider every detail of the choreography of my body, my persona, my planted audience (as 

performers), bouncers (as performers), costuming, lighting, sound, and back-up dancer videos to 

explore the aesthetic of coolness, through videos to concept photos, costuming, and the 

performance. Before creating this content, I have had to plan out how I produce this content as 

most K-pop MV’s are filled with glitz and “glamorous filming sites, costumes and performances” 

(THE KOREA TIMES, 2020, 0.25). I have had an idea of developing a character that fans can interact 

with and the wide use of colour (THE KOREA TIMES, 2020). I attempt to give room for interpretation 

through mise en scène, and you can make sense of the videos in your own way (THE KOREA TIMES, 

2020). Working on these online platforms, can be seen to promise a way to communicate with ‘my 

fans’ and make interactive content via Instagram (THE KOREA TIMES, 2020).  
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Andre Lepecki’s book Exhausting Dance (2006) discusses critiques Western dance modernism’s idea 

of moving for the sake of itself, but as he implies there’s always reasons why we move, whether it is 

for fun or we are trying to say something. Within this practice, I am moving forward with the content 

that is produced on Instagram; for example, each video has a different concept and visual aesthetic, 

as a tactic to play on the construction of K-Cool (K-Pop Coolness). Lepecki (ibid) questions the 

expectations effects of ‘modernism’s being toward movement’ in contemporary dance such as 

through spectacle, technique, and the display of contemporary dance (in my case K-pop) may police 

itself as a way of ignoring the conceptual and political contingencies at hand. However, I have been 

attempting to play here on a what can be seen as a tendency for K-Pop to performatively create a 

sense of movement for the sake of itself (in continually new (sometimes old regurgitated) moves, 

lyrics, tunes, fashion and the marketing of new pop-Divas and cis gendered-personas) – to apply 

Butler, without all of this, K-Pop might disappear into oblivion and the ‘uncool’ (heaven for bid!!!) – 

so too might my own choreographic promises of K-Cool. This sense of moving for the sake of itself 

can be seen to be fuelled by being forced to communicate regularly online with others under our 

Covid lockdowns3 – one can go so far as to suggest it has in Butler’s words policed or interpolated 

our identities. Our being online-ness is something that I have attempted to work with in my 

attempts to interpolate myself and my viewers through a sense of being towards movement that K-

cooling can be seen to callup. 

 

                                                             
3 For youth and young adults Covid-19 has impacted on our socialising, creating our work and developing it. Alexa Delbosc 
and Laura McCarthy (2021) states “the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly disrupted the spatial and social environ-ment 
in which young people operate” (p. 44). The experience of isolating from lockdown or avoiding Covid-19, there were many 
reports of deteriorating mental health. Which reinforces the idea of in person social contact (Delbosc & McCarthy, 2021). 
Covid-19 potentially has changed how we see the world, how we think and conduct our lives (He & Harris, 2020). 
Communication has relied on platforms such as Skype, WhatsApp and Zoom (He & Harris, 2020). The responsiveness of 
doing online instead of being physically in person to create work, has been relied on digital tools, such as video recordings 
etc (Weber, 2021). People across the globe have had to create new rituals to replace our usual, live, and social norms 
(Imber-Black, 2020).  
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In addition to creating the coolness aesthetic, I have intended to explore ideas of what it can mean 

to construct a pop idol through my K-Cooling tests. The K-Cooling tests can be seen to create an 

understanding of its audience through categorising them as the ‘out-group’ that ‘I do not identify 

myself with’ (I’m such a snob in my K-Cooling!!!). Creating this idol identity, I have created an image 

where I curle my hair for the photos and videos on Instagram in the promise of being cool, as this is 

a common movement motif in what many normatively consider be how a cool cis-gender female K-

pop idol behaves in such contexts. Furthermore, I have choreographed the ending of my 

performance to have fewer movements (as mentioned above in relation to attempting to be a diva) 

by dragging out the promise of my persona’s coolness, so that I am ‘too cool’ to be doing all these 

movements and ‘above it all’ and the audience; I pose and judge the audience and myself, as not 

being cool enough (‘oh, they’re such try-hards’!!!). Budzanowski (2017) suggests that “at the same 

time diverging from the common enables individuals to distance themselves from others (e.g., 

Berger & Heath, 2008), which can satisfy a person’s need for uniqueness (Snyder & Fromkin, 1980)” 

(p. 21). I promise aesthetics and normative K-pop codes of coolness where the audience may relate 

to the idea of being judged by the pop-star, just as many of us have seen in K-pop performances with 

‘real stars’. Also, I aim to create a K-pop social identity that associates with coolness, similar to social 

media presentation, which “has been influenced by the desire to present an “Insta-worthy” self in 

the digital front stage” (Mare, 2021, p. 272). Similarly, we continually compare ourselves to 

something, to an image that is ‘ideal’ in media images (Monks et al., 2020). In relation to idols via 

social media presentation, it could be seen that the coolness aesthetic may reflect or reject my self-

understanding due to the involvement I created for myself in my Instagram account – perhaps just 

as idols use social media like YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram to update their status to fans on 

weekly basis (YouTube Originals, 2021).  

 

Will Storr’s book The Status Game discusses three status games we play for, dominance, virtue, and 

success. We are manifesting these three behaviours on social media (AI Jazeera English, 2022). Social 
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media can be a slot machine for status, and status is not just a desire; it is a fundamental need to 

feel belonging (AI Jazeera English, 2022). Reflecting on my use of social media, I am trying to build 

my status as an idol by exposing photos and videos of myself in a perfect ideal form. To create this 

status, I want a fanbase where they want more content from me and control the content I post. I am 

following a standard promotion cycle for K-pop idols/groups (Cobb, 2021). This could be seen as 

gaining dominance through this virtual system that I can easily access and display my success. I 

attempt here to promise drawing in fans that desire my success; I then gain status by having 

followers and likes for the content I post. Irving Janis (1991) a theorist psychologist discuses 

groupthink where people follow other people. I am attempting to tug at the sea of groupthink that is 

social media in the form of Instagram – though my proposed K-Cooling. The likes I receive on it in 

real-time for me prompt me to feel belonged and valued. However, in the performance teaser video 

via Instagram, my garage carpet had a fold in it making the surface uneven and the set-up crew 

‘have not done their job’. Result for me the video looks less (normatively) cool because not 

everything is set up perfectly. As much as I try to obtain the status of coolness, I just can’t reach it – 

but I try hard to make my promises (coolness is often known to be synonymous with the out-group 

notion of the ‘try hard’!!! But I promise not to be that in my work, no matter what lack in desire I 

may face, after all that's said and done).  

 

The planted audience, who are performers engaging in a structured improvisation based on a fan-

choreographic script here are attempts to frame the construction of coolness in this work. They can 

be seen to be much more prominent than my own performance often, steeling the foreground of 

the camera lens and being the focus of the video [The Release Video]. This for me is a strategy aimed 

at fuelling an infectious sense of group-think for viewers (and if there was an actual live audience), 

potentially activating a sense of irony and humour by ‘making’ the construction of coolness appear 

ridiculous, and perhaps inviting spectators to want to join in the euphoria…  
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Figure 8: Performance Teaser. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As implied above, and as a form of mini summary here, I have chosen to try and create a cool 

aesthetic with clear concepts and visual aesthetics, in relation to their contingencies, as 

performative acts of power and identity construction (Butler, 1993). Butler (ibid) as I have implied 

also claims that gender is a choice, gender is a role, and gender is a construction that one puts on. 

She proposes it is voluntarist, which assumes a subject intact before its gendering. Beyond that, the 

cool aesthetic created could question how all elements of (for example, the costume and music) 

continually explore ideas of the context in the presence of multiple things with a subject. Equally, I 

have not only considered the idea of the social media presentation within the elements of framing 
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the performance, but I also considered it within the movement choices and tasking in regards to the 

coolness aesthetic. Thus, if I understand this through a gender performativity lens, I may be 

considering the intimate connections between social media presentation and “constituting who one 

is on the basis of what one performs” (Butler, 1993, p. 24). This may extend the idea of identity 

claims within the gender performativity subject and exemplify the idea that gender performativity is 

more than just performing gender. It could be established in many parts of our lives, as I am 

attempting to play on through this work.  

 

The following is a detailed explanation of each element being tested, trailed, failed, and improvised 

during the process/performance. 

 

Figure 9: Concept Teaser. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

05.4 Doing K-pop 
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05.5 Costume 

There are so many things that make K-pop, the hair, makeup, the outfit, lighting, stage, and 

choreography (American Song Contest, 2022). My two security guards’ (see fig. 10 & 11) costumes 

ware formal pants, shoes, a shirt, earphones with wires, sunglasses and masks. Their entire costume 

is coloured black because I want them to look like professional security guards while supporting my 

piece. Having the sunglasses is a way for them to look and feel cool. Creating a persona where the 

audience cannot read their facial expression I propose gives them dominance to control the 

audience – just like how many of have experienced at concerts often. Also, the earphones are a way 

to contribute to their role and use it to communicate with me – they can be seen to have a ‘direct 

line to coolness’. Mask wearing was implemented due to Covid-19 regulations but it also is intended 

to assist them to stay in character while being audience plants (as performers), and in talking about 

me in the audience before the performance started. When the performance starts, they put on their 

sunglasses to show their persona has changed to security guards. Their costuming helps to call up 

the constructions of coolness and its associated identities and power dynamics, to borrow Butler’s 

words here.  

 

My costume is a streetwear tailored or simulated ‘grunge look’ that consists of black pants with two 

chains, a black cropped vest, a black mask with my brand logo ‘JL’, a black and white fishnet jacket 

and a headset wireless microphone with my hair curled (see fig. 12). Chuyun Oh (2020) implies that 

“fashion is an important element in the performance” (p. 29), and I have wanted my costume to 

help promise a normative framing of coolness that we might often see in relation to K-pop. The 

headset wireless microphone is used because when K-pop groups/idols perform live, they always 

have a microphone or a headset to sing while dancing (dah!!!). With this in mind, visuals in my 

performance can be seen to be crucial; I propose that the headset helps to convey my concept of 

coolness and convince the audience that I am a cool K-pop idol. Initially, I was going to lip-sync in my 

performance; however, due to the health and safety measures of Covid-19, mask-wearing became 
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part of the costume. Having the black mask hides my identity from the audience and fans, making 

them question who is this cool K-pop idol? Portraying this idea within my performance, ‘you see me, 

but you are not cool enough to fully see my face’. It could be seen that mask-wearing is part of the 

fashion trend now. I have inserted my brand logo ‘JL’ to add glamour to my black mask using blue 

and silver jewels. The ‘JL’ references my stage name ‘LITTLEJOHN’ and my fandom name ‘LittleJay’. 

Also, it gives the idea that I belong to the logo and it polices my performance persona as a K-Cooling 

device. In relation to this, I create the ‘L’ shape with my hands in the choreography, it represents my 

brand logo, and can be seen to be a punchline in the choreography (perhaps even the point of the 

choreography to some!!!). Jin Dal Yong (2020) points out K-pop styled choreography “often includes 

point dances, referring to dances made up of hooking and repetitive movements” (p. 51). Some 

could say my brand logo is similar to the Christianity cross; a common image portrayed by K-pop girl-

groups is one of ‘soft personas’ of innocence (Oh, 2015), in line with the conventional Western 

Christian norms of femininity passing as innocence embodied. My initial intention was not to refer to 

this context, but through the sense of accident or in one sense productive failure of developing this 

motif, I have kept this reference point. However, K-pop girl groups are often criticised for portraying 

seductive choreography or innocent and pure image under the control of male-centred agencies 

(Oh, 2014; Puzar, 2011). In relation to Christianity, this idea of being controlled by a God has often 

been interpreted as a male (Berkouwer, 1962). Within my work, I have males who are there to 

support my work. They ask how I want my performance to look and feel, offering suggestions as 

they have different perspectives when looking into my work. They are not trying to dominate the 

performance but to help bring my vision of the work to life, and I am open to their suggestions as it 

is another way of looking at the performance. It is a two-way relationship. Portraying this image of 

being pure, seductive, and innocent within my performance could be seen as creating this fantasy to 

satisfy men about what good womanhood looks like (Lin & Rudolf, 2017). Furthermore, this can be 

seen as an identification of policing, convincing young people to look like the Korean beauty 

standards and identifying yourself within that. Chuyun Oh (2014) explains, “white skin also supports 
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the same pure and innocent image because, as Richard Dyer describes, this image derives from 

innocent purity that the color white has long been associated with” (p. 60). Most K-pop idols have 

fair white skin because Koreans were influenced in their beauty standards by Western beauty years 

ago (Fong, 2021). In Korea, whiteness has often been considered to be privileged and dark skin akin 

to labour and work (Raven, 2020). Erick Raven (2020) adds, “according to Kim, historically, Koreans 

perceived lighter, white skin to be more beautiful” (p. 23). One can also say I may not quite be 

achieving the level of K-pop coolness I have promised here despite me being a European/Chinese 

woman, with my skin tone being medium fair skin, as to many in Korea “only those who” are 

“pureblood Koreans (suhhyeoljuui), as opposed to “multicultural” Koreans (damunhwa)” can be seen 

to fulfill the hegemonic requirements to attain Koreanness” (Raven, 2020, p. 23).  

 

However, Oil London, 31, is a singer and internet personality was born in England, identifies 

themselves as Korean after 18 rounds of plastic surgery (Paine, 2021). They wanted “to look like BTS 

star Park Ji-min, also known as Jimin” (Paine, 2021, para. 3) and coming out as non-binary while 

“considering themselves as they/them, Korean/Jimin” (Paine, 2021, para. 7). London states,  

 

I know a lot of people don’t understand me, but I do identify as Korean, and I do look Korean now. I 

do feel Korean. I don’t identify as British, so please don’t … refer to me as British, because I identify as 

Korean. That's just my culture, that’s my home country. That's exactly how I look now, and I also 

identify as Jimin – that's my Korean name. (Paine, 2021, para. 8)  

 

London is transitioning races and cultures to be Korean and some people accuse the internet 

personality for cultural appropriation (Paine, 2021). However, London has gone through extreme 

lifestyle changes, saying “I eat Korean food every day, use Korean skincare, have plastic surgery to 

look Korean and I speak the Korean language – all of this shapes me as a person and my identity as a 

non-binary Korean person” (Paine, 2021, para. 20). Orlan is a contemporary French artist known for 
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her act of changing her appearance with plastic surgery in the name of art (Davis, 1997). She has 

used plastic surgery in the early 1990’s and base her new features of the “forehead of Da Vinci’s 

Mona Lisa, the chin of Botticelli’s Venus, the nose of Fountainebleau’s Diana, the eyes of Gerard 

Psyche and the mouth of Bou-cher’s Europa” (Davis, 1997, p. 457). She is “willing to alter her body 

surgically in order to experiment with different identities” (Davis, 1997, p. 459). Davis (1997) outlines 

Orlan and other women had “cosmetic surgery because they did not feel at home in their bodies; 

their bodies did not fit their sense of who they were. Cosmetic surgery was an intervention in 

identity … So that others could see them as they saw themselves” (p. 460). This relates to London’s 

reason for having plastic surgery and Orlan uses cosmetic surgery to make a public “abstract 

statement about beauty, identity and agency” (Davis, 1997, p. 460). Although I have not had plastic 

surgery my face mask could be seen as hiding my identity due to the Korean beauty standards – it 

could also be promising my own transition towards being more ‘Korean’ (as a play on presence 

through absence, in Lepecki’s citing of Jacques Derrida, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10-step Korean skin-care regimen 

1. Makeup remover and oil cleanser 
2. Water based cleanser   

3. Exfoliator  
4. Toner  

5. Essence  
6. Treatments  
7. Sheet mask 
8. Eye cream  
9. Moisturiser  

10. Sunscreen (Kwon, 2018). 
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The LittleJay fans/audience plants costumes are ones many of us would associate what local youth 

might ware on day-to-day bases, while promising to serve as marketing tools, as metaphors for my 

play on branding in this work (see fig. 13). For example, LittleJay #1 costume consist of the colour 

blue as it is my favourite colour, and I have been using blue throughout my concept photos and 

video promotion via Instagram. LittleJay #2 costumes have a little prop flag with a photo of me from 

my lyric spoiler promotion. Joanna Elfving-Hwang (2019) mentions that K-pop fandoms are cultural 

producers who run fan sites and create self-designed band merchandise. Roald Maliangkay (2013) 

explains, “merchandise is now an important part of the K-pop industry” (p. 7). These products 

include posters, toys, t-shirts, LED light sticks, photos, and jewellery (Maliangkay, 2013). With this in 

mind, LittleJay #3 costumes have a poster of me stuck to his t-shirt to look like t-shirt merchandise. 

Also, LittleJay #1 and LittleJay #3 have square LED lights that they can use when cheering for me 

during my performance. Another element I have added to the merchandise is posters of me printed 

out for my fans to use and see if I can sign them at the end of my performance. Wibecka Oliver 

(2020) expresses that merchandise in the K-pop industry is part of the packaging consistent across 

an entire genre of music. Consumers become more than an economic investment; not only are they 

supporting their favourite “artists, but they are continuously gaining access and increasing capital. 

The more capital they have the closer their relationship with the idols appears, as they gain 

opportunities to speak and interact with the artists” (ibid, p. 63). All three ware blue masks due to 

Covid-19 restrictions, moreover the blue masks emphasise my blue aesthetic in my attempts to K-

cool. 
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Figure 10: Security Guard 1 costume. (Littlejohn, 2022)                    Figure 11: Security Guard 2 costume. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: LITTLEJOHN costume. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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Figure 13: LittleJay fans/audience plants costume. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

05.6 Gaze  

I play with commodity fetishism in my performance; I attempt to project a positive, attractive image 

of myself and my cool aesthetic, which can be seen as seductive for the audience, and gender is part 

of that. Laura Mulvey (1975), a British feminist film theorist, wrote an essay, Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema, explaining “women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their 

appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-

looked-at-ness” (p. 346). Janice Loreck (2016) says, “Mulvey’s concept is more accurately described 

as a heterosexual, masculine gaze” (para. 7). Jill Soloway an American television creator, 

showrunner, director, and writer (2016), explains that Mulvey names three parts of this gaze, “the 

person behind the camera, the characters in the film and the spectator” (TIFF Talks, 2:42). Relating 

to my practice, my movements in the performance can be seen as seductive. A feminist blogger 

states that several K-pop girl groups capture both the images of being innocent, cute, and seductive 

(Leung, 2012). “The images projected seem to de designed to appeal to men, or to appeal to women 

to appeal to men” and even when many K-pop girl groups “inevitably go for their tough/sexy image, 

even the dance choreography is often designed to be overtly submissively” (Leung, 2012, p. 57) 
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seductive. Sarah Leung (2012) explains, “this comment” … “highlights the privilege of the male gaze” 

and “brings in the idea of the feminine gaze. When women watch these” … “performances, this 

blogger argues, their own self-images are couched in male desire” (p. 57). This could happen during 

my performance; not only am I a female, but I have two females who are supporting my piece. 

Making me question if I am performing for them or male viewers (Unger, 2015), and knowing that 

cisgender is part of my performance as a K-pop idol. Jill Soloway identifies the female gaze in three 

parts,  

 

I think the female gaze might be a way of feeling seeing … It could be thought of as a subjective 

camera that attempts to get inside the protagonist, particularly when but not always but particularly 

when the protagonist is not a Chismale. Oh cis male. It uses the frame to share an evoke a feeling of 

being in feeling, rather than looking at the characters. (TIFF Talks, 2016, 17.41) 

 

Jill Soloway takes the camera and does not just show the audience this thing; she wants you to really 

feel with her (TIFF Talks, 2016). While making content for my debut promotion via Instagram, I had 

to feel and look confident for the camera to capture this feeling for my audience. I have wanted the 

audience to see me as a cool K-pop idol. Although my brother has carried out the filming, he has 

supported my process and produced what I wanted. Since a male filmed the footage, some could say 

that it takes away the idea of feeling like a woman produced the final product (TIFF Talks, 2016). 

However, like Soloway, I ensure I am fully invested in my feeling in my body when I am producing 

content for Instagram and choreographing my performance. I propose I have maintained authorship 

and a sense of autonomy over the work as I have also directed, selected and edited the video 

footage and photos. Soloway also,  

 

thinks the female gaze uses the camera to take on the very nuanced and occasionally impossible task 

of showing us how it feels to be the object of the gaze. So the camera then talks out at you from its 
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position as the receiver of the gaze is actually wrapping being the gazed gaze, it says this is how it 

feels to be seen. (TIFF Talks, 2016, 21.17) 

 

With the footage from Instagram and my performance, “it’s about what I’m doing to the world my 

effect when I am seeing is the gazed gaze” (TIFF Talks, 2016, 22.45). Portraying as a cool K-pop idol, 

the marketable packaging of my work of being gazed at is part of the work, and I, the female gaze, 

dares to return the gaze (TIFF Talks, 2016). Near the end of my performance, I stare at the audience, 

judging them while posing cool for them and the camera. While attempting to drag out my coolness, 

I feel the audience seeing me, “how it feels to stand here in this world having been seen our entire 

lives” (TIFF Talks, 2016, 23.17). One could perceive that I am posing cool while judging the audience, 

I see you seeing me and “I don’t want to be the object any longer I would like to be the subject and 

with that subjectivity I can actually name you as the object” (TIFF Talks, 2016, 23.27). Soloway 

expresses “this part of the female gaze is a socio-political justice demanding way of art making” (TIFF 

Talks, 2016, 23.58). Her idea of wanting to see the “female gaze is a conscious effort to create 

empathy as a political tool” … “of changing the way the world feels for women when they move 

their bodies”…“through the world, feeling themselves as the subject” (TIFF Talks, 2016, 28.28). 

Hence my movements in the performance can be seen as seductive, but I am reclaiming it to be a 

self-confident representation of a woman. Thus, projecting myself in this performance while being 

an active subject of desire, I can possess my gaze and perform like a cool K-pop idol. Thereby 

reclaiming my body and subjectivity, in the process I can be seen to empower myself by granting 

myself the agency of my desire.  
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Figure 14: Gazing at the camera. (Soloway, 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

05.7 Choreography/Backup Dancer Video  

“In general, K-pop artists’ success corresponds to their ability to deliver per-formances of high 

quality and satisfy the demands of fans” (Garza, 2021, p. 5). Working with this idea of being a cool K-

pop idol in my performance the dynamic of the choreography has been created as well as set from 

the audience and myself. Andre Lepecki’s (2004) book Of the Presence of the Body discusses the 

absence of the body is also present simultaneously. At the beginning of my performance in the 

studio, you cannot see me because I am behind the black curtains, making myself absent but I am 

present in the moment at the same time and the audience plants are cheering for me to perform 

(ibid). My choreography starts off with high energy and strong movements, but about half way 

through my performance I start to bring the dynamic climax of the choreography down by doing less 

movements. As a choreographer I choose to pose for the audience and start to look at my backup 

dancers who are on the projector screens, they are still dancing because they are supporting me as 

the main performer. The idea of posing and doing less movements was influenced by Stuart’s 

choreographic exercise of deconstructing the body while questioning my emotions and relationship 
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to the audience (Belder et al., 2002; Tolman, 2014). During the process and performance I have 

tested and trialled (Ronell, 2005) each pose in the choreography. I have played with feeling bored, 

sighing at the audience, looking at the exit of where they come in, to indicate being cool is hard work 

and I want the performance to be over. Rye Dag Holmboe and Susan Morris (2021) outlines to be 

bored with performing for an audience, “is to be confronted by a scene wherein it is clear that there 

is nothing here for me” (p. 28). However, for Walter Benjamin he found boredom useful and 

“necessary to the creative work of making meaning”, “it is the ‘dream’ space through which the 

subject experiences and has deep connection with the world” (Holmboe & Morris, 2021, p. 29). With 

me feeling bored in the performance, I propose I am dragging out the coolness because I am too 

cool to be moving all the time. One could argue from a Western point, that stilling and modernism 

“being-towards-movement” (Lepecki, 2004, p. 7) is seen here in my movement. The idea of posing 

or pausing and thinking about what is happening in the moment (Lepecki, 2004). The stillness of this 

can potentially allow a consideration of what has been concealed (Lepecki, 2004) and promising a 

performance (Ronell, 2005). Performing stillness in my choreography, Lepecki (2006) uses the idea 

of still-act emphasising that stilling is not the absence of action but a method of action in “political 

ontology of movement” (Harvey, 2011, p. 78). When I pose, I propose it activates the still acts 

“because it interrogates economies of time, because it reveals the possibility of one’s agency within 

controlling regimes of capital, subjectivity, labor, and mobility” (Lepecki, 2006, p. 15). For me, my 

movement is coming from a Western contemporary background as this is what I have been trained 

in but with the influence of K-pop, it is marketing movements due to the space and how it operates. 

The construction of the performance in this work for me is significant as it promises modes of 

marketing, and using tactics concealment like this I propose also reveals itself to be a small 

performance (Lepecki, 2004).  

 

Simultaneously my choreographic script is intended to allow playfulness and cheekiness to seep in 

because I am posing and not doing much. When I pose in the choreography, the music has a sound 
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effect of audience clapping and cheering, making the performance feel like a build-up. I am 

intending to drag out the coolness in my performance, in a way my performance could be seen as 

playing the fool (Ronell, 2005) and humourous (Palmer, 1994). For Ronell, playing the fool is an 

essential aspect of testing and can be she implies productive in generating new insights. I’m not 

trying to make my performance funny, but by allowing it to be read this way it may enable people to 

reflect on the construction of coolness in my work - through this way of attempting to pose being 

cool as well as thinking it is very typical to act and project of trying to be cool while doing less. Jerry 

Palmer (1994) book Taking Humour Seriously defines humour as “everything that is actually or 

potentially funny, and the processes by which this ‘funniness’ occurs” (p. 3). People often laugh 

because other people laugh, which can relate to irony in my performance (Palmer, 1994). Simon 

Critchley’s (2002) book On humour suggests that “humour is produced by a disjunction between the 

way things are and the way they are represented in the joke, between expectation and actuality” (p. 

1). The most common kind of joke is that in which the viewers watching the performance expect one 

thing and another is presented. Here our own disappointed expectation makes us laugh (Critchley, 

2002). Framing humour in this way could be funny amongst the performance as people find a way 

into the work and connect to it (Critchley, 2002). It is a return of repression: the coolness can be 

repression but to laugh about it as a way of trying to cope with it and relate to it (Critchley, 2002). 

The performance The Release Launch I propose offers agency, questioning, celebrating while having 

fun and there is nothing wrong with that.  

 

Furthermore, I am attempting to test out here the choreographic script of my LittleJay’s/audience 

plants (‘in the audience’) to read my body language (and my promise of ‘being cool’ in this way), 

while I do less and less physically in the dance, prompting them to cheer louder and call out my 

name. For me it was challenging at first to convince them to act like my biggest fans because they 

were the only ones watching my performance, despite being trained performers. By working this 

through with them through continual studio tests and trials they developed comfortability with their 
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roles in idealising and see me as a cool K-pop idol. Perhaps in irony, there were only three of them – 

besides the small number of them potentially connoting exclusivity (Stets & Burke, 2000; thereby 

reinforcing a sense of coolness), the tiny size of this ‘audience’ may also play on what can be seen as 

the absurdness of the construction of coolness here – this was another test strategy by me at playing 

the fool in Ronell’s sense of the word. 

 

The backup dancers on the two projections consists of me, with a double image of myself. Their (my) 

choreography on these videos has similar simplified or inspired movements to the choreography I 

perform in person for the performance. The simplified movements for example include stepping side 

to side or repeating the same movements (Ceccoli, 2012). A motive for this is how backup dancers 

are well-known to be employed to support and add volume to a show (Woehrel, 2019). During the 

filming process there has been tape on the floor, making the footage ‘not perfect’ and perhaps ‘not 

cool enough’ for K-pop because the tape is not the same colour and potentially distracting to the 

eye, however, it is out of my control due to University restrictions of Covid-19 – failure perhaps ever 

haunts K-Cooling. (The tape was set some months before for students to dance in the tape squares 

and being two metres apart from each other). Beyond that, my work intends to promise a 

simulation4 of convincing ourselves that the performance is cool – towards this my repeated 

movements are never quite the same, hinting how one may never be guaranteed to repeat the same 

movement exactly (Bate, 2012). It is as Butler notes about the performativity of identity (gender in 

her case), one attempts to repeat behaviours (as interpolation) in order to keep an identity alive, 

without it is lost, and these behaviours are never quite the same, revealing perhaps the 

incompleteness and contrived-ness of the mode of identity (1993). For me this also relates to 

Pina Bausch’s tactic work of repeating movement, the idea of building one thing, a climax that is 

bigger and different (Tolman, 2014). At the same time, it came from the same movement.  

                                                             
4 Anna Bates' writing of simulation refers to Jean Baudrillard’s (1994) “simulation as a copy of a copy - an act 
that generates an unreal image (simulacra) that refers only to other signs and not to an original source” (p. 3). 
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Thus, the expectation of putting on a good performance (as something cool) is something I have 

promised but I have not define what a good performance looks like (Ronell, 2005). 

 

05.8 Atmosphere 

Figure 15: LittleJay cheering. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

 

The atmosphere of what I propose to be K-Cooling is created through the lighting, videos, the 

performers interacting and music. To make the performance space look and feel like a bright and 

colourful party concert, the lighting has LED lights and amber lighting5. These were placed outside 

the dance studies building entrance, entrance into the studio, auditorium and the stage of where I 

perform. I chose to use this lighting state because K-pop MV’s and live performances are bright and 

colourful (Yoon, 2018a). At the same time, I found it has helped the audience plants feel they are 

part of the performance.  

 

                                                             
5 The lighting has been inspired from K-pop artists/groups like Hwa Sa, AleXa, LISA, and DKB live performances, 
refer to reference list for performance links.  
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The performance starts off with a video playing on the projector screens, in the video I am gazing at 

the camera, posing, and wearing my performance costume. The video is a teaser for my 

performance but the main purpose of the video is introducing LITTLEJOHN and allowing my 

LittleJay’s to have a little bit of an insight into my life. I have done this by filming the video in my 

garage as this is where I have choreographed the dance and with me gazing at the camera in a way I 

am teasing it. This of course is emphasised with me gazing at the camera, accompanied by music in 

the video are from Korean dance, electronic and hip-hop genres – a K-pop instrumental track and 

produced by RASH. Having a video projector in the performance I propose emphasises this idea of 

creating a big performance, like how concerts live stream during their performance so audience 

members can see them but in my case the videos are set. In addition, exposing myself on video I 

propose emphasises the K-Cooling test, testing the audience for how long they can wait to see me in 

person to perform, as they desire to see me in person.  

 

During the performance the backup dancers on the video projector screens have colour filters and 

smoke screens to emphasise the lighting for the atmosphere. However, to keep the audience 

focused on the main live performer, the backup dancers' video exposure has been darkened in post-

production. As implied earlier, on the two projector screens, there are four backup dancers as the 

video is a split screen, who carry out many of the mirror most of the movements as me for the first 

half approximately of the performance. I intend for these elements to help keep the performance 

eye-catching in adherence to K-pop codes of coolness and well-lit for the audience to see the 

performers – making the performance a visual experience with multiple levels of possible 

interpretation and interaction (Kim, 2018) and I promise, cooler for some (!!!).  

 

Throughout the performance my LittleJay’s keep pushing the test of being my biggest fans by trying 

to push past my security guards to get to me because they desire my coolness. They film on their 

phones and live broadcast on Instagram (Kim, 2018). At the same time their energy and cheering for 
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me I aim promises to fill the atmosphere to make it feel like a big performance. To signal the end of 

my performance, I stay in my ending pose while doing hand gestures (the finger heart, double bunny 

ears, flower gesture and overhead arm heart; Oliver, 2020) – giving the LittleJay’s time to take cute 

photos of me. To end my performance, I allowed one LittleJay to take a photo with me and sign a 

poster of me. There is no physical touch because the LittleJay’s are ‘the outgroups’ which ‘cannot 

touch my coolness’ (Stets & Burke, 2000), which is framed by one of my security guards gesturing to 

them and telling them to stay “two metres apart” from me. Afterwards, my security guards 

announce the show is over and led the audience to the exit. The LittleJay’s do not want to leave and 

try to push past the security guards but they are escorted out of the building. I thank them for 

coming and waved goodbye, ending my performance with the security guards standing in front of 

the building doors. 

 

05.9 Documentation   

 

Figure 16: LittleJay filming the performance. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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There are two versions of the performance, the first version I am calling The Release Video. This 

contains closeups of my performance, teasers and concept videos leading up to my performance, 

along with short snippets from my performance. The teasers, concept videos and short snippets 

from my performance are also posted on Instagram under LITTLEJOHN. The second version is called 

The Making of Littlejohn, taken from a still camera, placed on the side of the room, and is intended 

to give the viewer a feel of what it might have been like to see the performance live (while the 

corner angle is from the corner, which has been done this way so as not to get in the line of view of 

the footage of the other video, The Release Video. The two versions are aimed at creating two 

different experiences when watching my performance as The Making of Littlejohn is a contrast to 

The Release Video, with the latter intended to create this idea of a fantasy simulation of K-Cooling. 

Anna Bate (2012) outlines that the “doing of simulation speaks specifically” (p. 4) to a particular 

performance as there are layers upon layers of simulation. In my work, I am between the audience 

plants, filming me on their phones, the videographer filming the performance interaction and The 

Release Video filming the performance. All of us are involved in creating a fantasy simulation I aim, 

and these built-in frames can be seen to suggest multiple screens (Bate, 2012). The backup dancers 

on the video projector screens are filmed and projected during the performance while also creating 

a digital image within the simulation (Bate, 2012).  

 

The Release Video is a simulation within itself I propose. As some of the footage is accessed on 

Instagram, it keeps on promising this layer of simulation within a simulation. The purpose of short 

snippets from my performance is to gain more likes for the content I post on Instagram, which helps 

build my status on the virtual system (AI Jazeera English, 2022) – and perhaps, LittleJay’s coolness. 

As many say, “The medium is the message” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 1). I aim for the filming to influence 

that message and construct identities, ‘controlling the narrative’ in Butler’s words calling up 

Littlejohn as ‘being cool’. K-pop is well-known to also control that narrative and with the footage on 

Instagram it emphasises how popular it is being on social media, influencing many, especially youth 



  67 

 

to like it as it’s often seen to be cool. Constructing my identity as a cool K-pop idol on this platform 

and seen to be in conversation with Jacques Derrida’s (1981, as cited in Bate, 2012) claim that 

“simulation must be understood as a force of an identity” (p. 24). That “everything begins with re-

presentation” (Lawlor, 2003, p. 69). The experience of watching The Release Video footage of the 

performance environment is intended by me to present to viewers K-Cooling that is “simulated, 

producing an artificial reality” (Bate, 2012, p. 23). I the videographer have produced The Release 

Video footage, who then can be seen to become a performer as I am part of the simulation while 

also creating the simulation through directing the filming of the performance.  

 

To emphasise this fantasy simulation, in post-production, I have added some audience cheering and 

talking sound effects in The Release Video footage to make it seem like there is a big crowd (Bate, 

2012). Social influence of crowd behaviour and crowd noise is often considered to bond us with a 

“sense of connection, and acts as a psychological cue for when to pay particular attention to the 

action” (Russell, 2020, para. 6). Crowd noise also excites the performance, and if we are not sharing 

these moments with everyone, “we’re missing out that sense of belonging” (Russell, 2020, para. 12). 

Hence, adding the end credits in The Release Video footage not only acknowledges the people 

involved in the work, but K-pop music videos use this feature. In addition, The Release Video footage 

is almost like a music video, which can act as a simulation. As I am working in the K-pop terrain the 

pop music norm of having videos set in schools and colleges, can be seen to emphasise youthfulness 

in my performance as some pop artists film their music videos in high schools when starting as 

young artists (Partridge, 2014). My performance relates to this because the entire performance was 

filmed at The University of Auckland Dance Studies dance studio and this is where mainly youth 

people are studying. Even a number of K-pop music videos have a school settings showing how 

young the artists look, potentially seducing us with their (normatively) youthful sense of beauty 

(Khiun, 2013). In some ways, it can appear to many of us youth that we are growing up with them 

through their music and ‘the hidden Easter eggs’ (a reference to other things) in their music videos. 
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Simultaneously, my hidden Easter egg I propose is that my performance takes place in the University 

dance studio, and this is where my performance process was first created (I had the option to 

present my performance outside of the University as a note). The site of the performance here for 

me I propose creates in Bate’s words the performance space as a simulation itself (Bate, 2012). 

Hence, watching The Release Video could make one feel like you are in a simulation (if they dare to 

‘be swallowed up by it’). “To react against the circulation of simulacra is to believe in the potential 

for something other than the circulation of what already exists” (Bate, 2012, p. 3). My attempt at 

creating this polished video with these layers of simulations on simulations can be seen to propose a 

simulation algorithm that keeps opening up meaning and questions I propose.  

 

The Making of Littlejohn is I intend to appear be what it would have been like to watch the 

performance live as mentioned – the manufacturing of it all and if the audience were there live they 

could have joined the audience plants. If this was a live performance the audience would have read 

the programme notes to gain an understanding of how to look at the work. The Making of Littlejohn 

could be behind the scenes of making The Release Video. In a way, it could be seen as video art6 as 

you can see the process art7 of making the performance and the final result of the performance. 

Although The Making of Littlejohn has been mediatised due to Covid-19 which could be seen as a 

failure but this could have still happened without Covid-19 because of how The Making of Littlejohn 

was presented. The video allows me to propose expanding my performance and present it online 

with direct innovation (Video Art, n.d.). While recording my live performance, “this type of video art 

is more about preserving a piece for perpetuity than a work in its own right” (Video Art, n.d, “Video 

Recordings of Events” section, para. 13). In other words, process art can be seen to emphasises 

particular materials (PROCESS ART, n.d.), such as seeing the liveness of the videographer filming my 

                                                             
6 “Video art emerged in tandem with experimental film during the 1960s, as lively, open-ended alternatives 
away from the centre” (London et al., 2020, para. 1).  
7 “The term process art refers to where the process of its making art is not hidden but remains a prominent 
aspect of the completed work, so that a part or even the whole of its subject is the making of the work” 
(PROCESS ART, n.d., para. 1). 
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performance and how the audience plants interact with each other as well as the security guards. 

Liveness is not always about being live ‘in-the-flesh’ (Phelan, 1993, as cited in Harvey, 2011). 

Theorists Philip Auslander (1997) and Rebecca Schneider (2004) argue that “any form of 

performance can be considered live, including that which is mediatised” (Harvey, 2011, p. 26). With 

my performance being The Making of Littlejohn, it can be seen to have a “live nature, through how 

its viewer determines its experience as being live” (Schneider, 2008, as cited in Harvey, 2011, p. 26). 

Furthermore, the liveness could be emphasised with the simulation in my performance.  

 

Johannes Birringer (1991) discusses the recording and editing process. A video creates an abstract 

conceptual activity, but “we reach another paradoxical conclusion,”... “the specificity of video as a 

creative expression is contradicted by its function as a medium designed for reproducibility” (p. 55). 

In fact, the footage has been edited due to camera quality but this footage is intended to give what 

it feels like to watching it live. This I propose is part of The Making of Littlejohn, captured from a side 

angle. In post-production the first few clips, I have lifted the sound and tweaked the colours of the 

footage, again due to camera quality. At the end of the performance there is some short footage of 

the backup dancers. This is to show what the backup dancers have been doing during the 

performance and how I have edited the smoke screen as well as the colour filters into the video. 

Watching The Making of Littlejohn, I propose that there is an emphasis on the marketable packaging 

of the work and how the audience was a significant part of the performance. One can see how 

humour (Palmer, 1994) and idiocy reveal the K-Cool context I propose. What one might see as ‘the 

lack of the performance building up dynamics is intended to be staged by me through the 

performers acting, the lights and sound, creating irony in my performance. Therefore, The Making of 

Littlejohn promises I aim to reveal the idea of building this vast performance, but in reality, it is not – 

have we failed to make it cool afterall?(!!!).  
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Figure 17: Signing a poster for LittleJay. (Littlejohn, 2022) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

06.Closing Remarks 

06.1 Conclusion  

 

So here we are, simulating simulation, or perhaps, more accurately, re-presenting a representation of 

simulation. (Bate, 2012, p. 39).  

 

In these K-Cooling tests, and in particular, the nature of testing processes in this research, I propose 

that we never know how the live performance will unfold until it’s over (Ronell, 2005; Erinle, 2013; 

London et al., 2020; PROCESS ART, n.d.; Auslander, 1997; Schneider, 2004, 2008). “K-pop has 

increasingly reached out to young people of various ethnic backgrounds via social media” (Yoon, 

2019, p. 13), and therefore the desire for coolness as well as its possible effects can be seen to be 

ever-present in our current lives through this terrain.  

 

I have attempted to generate choreographic test strategies and promises in relation to the key 

question of this research: What is it to explore a K-pop social identity through my choreographic 
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process? I have promised coolness as K-cooling, but as Ronell notes, promises do not guarantee 

delivery. I created two versions of my performance for viewers of The Release Launch. I have 

proposed these choreographic works while reflecting on identity performativity influenced by Butler 

(1993, 1999). I acknowledge the different possibilities in not only how this research could be 

understood, but also noting there are other possible products that could arise from it – its not over, 

the marketing machine of K-Cooling is not over... I propose I have also engaged with Ronell’s (2005) 

idea of ‘playing the fool’ towards generating reflections on this context of the production and 

construction of coolness. I have discovered my choreographic process within the use of ‘playing the 

fool’, and I have been able to choreographically propose calling up Lepecki’s (2006) notion of 

stillness as well as tasking influenced by Stuart (Tomic, 2016) within this practice – it has helped me 

to test out performance tactics such as posing, humour and trialling throughout.  

 

Through the work The Release Launch I have been able to choreographically explore some of the 

growing discussion and understandings around coolness and its construction. I have engaged with 

social identity (Stets & Burke, 2000), which has led me to considering Butler’s ideas on 

performativity (stemming from gender construction), and in relation to this I have reflected on 

Young’s (2017) idea of hybridised femininity. I have attempted this throughout the research in order 

to develop a deeper understanding of how we may interact with coolness through choreography. 

The idea of categorisation and self-presentation is created by the aspects of coolness (Harvey, 2011; 

Dar-Nimrod et al., 2012; Loureiro et al., 2020; Budzanowski, 2017; Warren et al., 2019; Warren & 

Campbell, 2014), I have attempted to create simulations. These simulations I propose may allow for 

the audience to connect with the performance, and I have been able to work with performers and 

myself as a choreographer/performer surrounding possible choreographic norms (Butler, 1993; 

Lepecki, 2006). Through understanding the K-Cooling tests (Ronell, 2005), I have been able to 

choreographically test with potential ‘failure’ through the creation of the performance, and explore 

K-Cooling in my selection and editing of movement and performance vocabulary, including the use 
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of Bausch’s (2014) repetition. I have attempted to explore the notion that coolness is always subject 

to failure through my portrayal as a cool K-pop awash in cultural-political codes of coolness. This for 

me brings to question the depth and established nature of the desire for coolness many of us have in 

our everyday experience. Through the use of filming my live performance I have attempted to 

explore the audience/performers relationship in regards to the idea of simulations and technology 

understood in the K-Cooling (Bate, 2012; Leung, 2012; Ronell, 2005). I questioned the appearance of 

a simulation within the K-Cooling, and due to the nature of technology with K-Cooling, the 

simulations are all influenced by each other. I touched upon how this relationship creates multiple 

layers of simulations.  

 

Within this research, I could touch upon some ways in which we might use the K-Cooling 

choreographically and, the depth in which testing and failure may be established in our experiences 

through a gender performativity lens, how this relationship could be experienced through the 

creation and performance of my work The Release Launch. With my understanding of the 

contingencies in K-Cooling, can also be applicable to view that there could be many other ways to 

explore it through testing and failure. Viewing some of the aspects of testing and failure in 

choreographic contexts for me makes it clear that this research may lead to more questions and 

further research. The calling up of coolness continues to evolve and change. What coolness is and 

how coolness protects us may have baggage (Harvey, 2011; Warren & Campbell, 2014). The newness 

of K-pop will continue to arise, and new constructions of coolness will no doubt appear. Therefore, I 

have further excuses to choreograph in the near future.  

 

I do not intend to frame this research to stop people from interacting with K-pop and its coolness. I 

still plan on interacting with K-pop and staying with my K-pop group Elit-is that I mentioned at the 

beginning of this thesis. However, through choreographically investigating K-pop in relation to 

coolness, I have attempted to focus on continuing to question how coolness works, how it may be 
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connected to our lives and how other aspects of our experiences may be tested. The construction of 

coolness will probably always be present – as long as K-pop is popular perhaps? On the other hand, 

it is possible to understand and question how it can affect our own experiences, which I have 

attempted to do in this research through questioning its possibilities of use in my choreographic 

process.  

 

Now it is time to get back to recording my next album for my LittleJay. 

 

Figure 18: The end. (Littlejohn, 2022) 
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08.Appendix A 

 

08.1 Programme Notes  

 
Name of work: The Release Launch  

Choreographer/Performer: Kate Littlejohn  

Performers: Bethany Fletcher, Eleanor Fletcher, Kate Littlejohn, Kevin Thach, Matthew Cornere and 

Nathan Waqalevu  

Music: Edited together by SpicyHonDog and music used will be listed in thesis  

 

LITTLEJOHN  

Kate here in the green room. Which artist are we meeting today? It is a super special day today! You 

have seen her and heard of her. She has just debut and performing her first live performance. Hello I 

am LITTLEJOHN. Say hi to your fans who have been waiting! Hello, LittleJay. LITTLEJOHN is here. My 

first new song is about coolness and how one can still be cool while doing less at the same time. It 

already sounds cool! Which part of the performance should we focus on? The highlight of my 

performance is the dance. Where I sing “Do it like do it like me”. It is the L shape. Using both of your 

index and thumb on each hand to create the L shape. The left-hand points down first and switches 

with the right hand. Look forward to it. I will look forward to it! When can we see LITTLEJOHN 

perform? LITTLEJOHN is cooler than ever and I will be performing soon. Do not miss it! Coming up 

soon! 
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09.Appendix B 

09.1 Full Music Track List  

 
Instagram Promo  

02 Meydän – Insomnia Pt. 1.mp3 – Meydän  

20 Side Q (Stereo) Music For A Film – SnakspaceG   

 

The Release Video and The Making of Littlejohn  

Aespa x NCT Type Beat - Cybergirl [K-pop Instrumental] – RASH  

Boombayah – BlackPink  

Helicopter – CLC  

I’m So Sick – Apink  

Me – CLC  

Twit – HWASA  

 


