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K
-pop megastars BTS told fans they
were taking a break from the super-
group to focus on their solo careers,

citing exhaustion and the pressures of
stratospheric success in an emotional
video appearance. But the Grammy-nomi-
nated septetʼs label HYBE pushed back
on Wednesday as their share price went
into freefall, telling AFP that the pop jug-
gernaut would still be working together.
The seven members of BTS, credited with
generating billions of dollars for the South
Korean economy, dropped the bombshell
on Tuesday, telling fans that they were
“exhausted” and needed time apart.

“Weʼre going into an off phase now,”
said Suga, 29, speaking Korean to his
bandmates at a group dinner, a video of
which was posted to the groupʼs official
YouTube channel. The clip included
English subtitles, which used the word
“hiatus”, but HYBE quickly disputed that,
saying group activities would not be sus-
pended. “They will be doing team and
individual projects simultaneously,” a rep-
resentative for the label, whose share
price was down 27 percent early
Wednesday, told AFP.

In the video, RM, 27, said they were
“exhausted” and that they “didnʼt know
what kind of group we were anymore.”

“The problem with K-pop and the whole
idol system is that they donʼt give you
time to mature,” he said, referring to
South Koreaʼs notoriously hard-driving
music business model. “Somehow, itʼs
become my job to be a rapping machine,”
he said, adding that this made him feel
“trapped”. “I wanted to shed that for a little
bit, but the world wouldnʼt let me be.”
Jimin, 26, said the members are “slowly
trying to figure things out now”. “I think
thatʼs why weʼre going through a rough
patch right now, weʼre trying to find our
identity and thatʼs an exhausting and long
process.”

ʻOverwhelmingʼ 
By the end of the dinner, several of the

members of the group behind “Dynamite”
and “Butter” had grown tearful as they
voiced gratitude for their supporters, a
fandom known online as the “ARMY”. J-
Hope, 28, said the group “should spend
some time apart to learn how to be one
again”. “I hope you donʼt see this is a neg-
ative thing,” the artist implored fans. “And
see that itʼs a healthy plan.” “Itʼs not that
weʼre disbanding-weʼre just living apart for
a while,” said Suga.

Jungkook, 24, said, “we promise we
will return someday even more mature

than we are now”, and asked for the
“blessing” of fans. ARMYʼs online reaction
was tearful but supportive, with tens of
thousands of comments quickly posted
under the YouTube video. “I canʼt imagine
how much pressure they felt these latest
years. Being called the biggest band in
the world, having all that responsibility...
must be overwhelming,” one fan wrote. “I
really love how honest they are here,”
wrote another.

“They are also people like us. They get
exhausted and worn out. They deserve to
rest and enjoy what they love to do,” the

commenter added. BTS has said they
were going on short breaks before, first in
2019 and later in December 2021. The
news comes just days after the group
released “Proof”, an anthology album that
included a new single, “Yet To Come (The
Most Beautiful Moment)”. J-Hope, who is
slated to headline Chicagoʼs Lollapalooza
on his own later this summer, said in the
clip that time apart could help BTS
“become a stronger group”.

ʻConfusingʼ 
BTSʼs label enjoyed a surge in profits

despite holding fewer concerts during the
pandemic. But their messaging around
the bandʼs next steps was “confusing”
and “not clear”, Lee Moon-won, a K-pop
culture commentator, told AFP. “It appears
what they meant is BTS will continue their
ʻsupplementaryʼ group activities (such as
on YouTube) while pursuing solo careers,”
he said, while not releasing music as a
band. “It would have been more appropri-
ate had the label first issued a statement
clearly detailing what it would mean,” Lee
said, adding that it was a bad decision to
have the band announce the develop-
ment, which was sure to send fans into a
tailspin.

BTS are the first all-South Korean act
to reign over Billboardʼs US top singles
chart, a milestone they achieved with
“Dynamite”, the first BTS song sung com-
pletely in English. Theyʼre also one of few
acts since The Beatles to release four
albums that hit number one stateside in
less than two years. The group has twice
been nominated for a Grammy but has
yet to win. BTS recently made headlines
for visiting the White House to deliver a
message to President Joe Biden on the
fight against anti-Asian racism. —AFP 

Visitors pose with card board cut outs of K-pop group BTS members for their souvenir
photos at a tourist information center in Seoul. — AFP photos

A fan poses for photos during an exhibition of artwork on K-pop group BTS in Jakarta. A fan takes a photo of artwork depicting V, a member of
K-pop group BTS, during an exhibition of BTS-related
memorabilia in Jakarta.

A fan poses for photos during an exhibition of artwork on K-pop group BTS in Jakarta.

In this file photo South Korean boy band BTS poses in the press room with their awards during
the 2019 Billboard Music Awards at the MGM Grand Garden Arena in Las Vegas.—AFP 

K-pop megastars
BTS on ‘hiatus’: 
Five things to know

D
uring a candid YouTube video show-
ing them eating dinner while chatting
in Korean, K-pop megastars BTS

dropped a bombshell announcement on
their global fans: the supergroup were tak-
ing a break. Their record label quickly clari-
fied that the megastars would still work
together, but the entertainersʼ emotional
pleas for time off to focus on solo projects
quickly won fan support online. Hereʼs
what we know about the groupʼs decision:

Who are BTS?
Theyʼve been called “icons of progres-

sive globalism” and have been said to
embody the 21st century zeitgeist, but at
heart, theyʼre just entertainers. The
Grammy-nominated septet are the first all-
South Korean act to dominate the US and
UK charts, raking in billions of dollars and
building a global fandom, known as ARMY,
in the process.

Their embrace of social media meant
they barely missed a beat during the pan-
demic, using direct engagement with fans
online to cement their position as the
worldʼs biggest and most influential boy-
band. Despite earlier breakthrough hits like
Psyʼs Gangnam Style, BTS are also widely
credited with bringing K-pop into the main-
stream in the US.

Have they split up?
Not exactly. The band, who are known

to be extremely hard working and have
maintained a relentless pace of new
release in their nine years on top of the
charts, said Tuesday they were “exhaust-
ed”. “Weʼre going into an off phase now,”
said Suga, 29, who confessed that he
found writing lyrics to be a huge grind and
no fun.

The English-language captions to their
announcement video used the word “hia-
tus” but their label HYBE quickly pushed
back, saying they would still work together,
in addition to pursuing solo careers.

Member RM said the K-pop industry-
known for its cut-throat competition-was
not allowing him to mature as an artist,

saying he felt like a “rapping machine”. The
group told their fans they would take some
time apart, but hoped to come back
stronger and recharged.

How long will it last?
Some experts have blamed South

Koreaʼs mandatory military service for the
septetʼs break. All South Korean able-bod-
ied young men under 30 must perform
around two years of military service, largely
thanks to nuclear-armed North Korea, with
whom the South remains technically at
war. The spectre of conscription has long
hovered over BTS, with their seven male
stars ranging in age from 24-year-old
Jungkook to Jin, 29 — who must sign up
by next year or risk jail time. Local media
say the break may take as long as seven
years if the septet decides to wait until all
members to complete their military duties.

So whatʼs next?
In the YouTube video, band member Jin

hinted that he might have some interest in
pursuing an acting career. The band also
announced that J-Hope-who is slated to
headline Chicagoʼs Lollapalooza on his
own later this summer-will be the first
member to release a solo album. But given
the emotional video, the groupʼs main aim
seems to be to have time to learn about
themselves, away from the K-pop industry.
“Becoming an idol is a process of making a
person into a commercial product,”
CedarBough Saeji, a professor at Pusan
National University, told AFP. “BTS mem-
bers are asking for time to explore who
they are, not as a group and not as idols,
but as individuals, after all the years of
pressure to meet expectations of their
huge fandom and their company and the
world.”

What about their activism?
Aside from music, the band long cham-

pioned global progressive causes, from the
Black Lives Matter protests to anti-Asian
racism in the United States. The group
themselves have found themselves on the
receiving end of racist mockery and jokes
in western media, Jiyoung Lee, a professor
at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies,
told AFP. This adds “symbolic meaning” to
their campaigning against racism in the
US, she added. And experts say their work
on such issues is likely to continue. — AFP

P
opstars, diplomats, activists: South
Korean megastars BTS are like
modern day Renaissance men,

dominating the charts even as they repre-
sent their country and campaign for caus-
es close to their heart, analysts say. The
trailblazing boy band, who announced
they would go on a break Tuesday, are
credited with transforming the global
music industry-the first all-Korean group
to dominate the US and UK charts and
build a truly global fanbase.

Theyʼve spoken at the United Nations
and appeared at the White House to fight
racism, while still remaining one of the
most popular bands in the world on
TikTok, Instagram and Twitter. There is
“no one with greater global cultural power
or soft power than BTS,” Linda
Hasunuma, a political scientist at Temple
University, told AFP.

“They have more power to influence
culture than any politician or celebrity,”
she said, pointing to their record-breaking
social following. But at the height of their
powers, the band said Tuesday that they
were “exhausted” and would take a break,
telling their fans that they needed time
apart. “The problem with K-pop and the
whole idol system is that they donʼt give
you time to mature,” member RM, 27,
said, referring to South Koreaʼs notorious-

ly hard-driving music business model.

Relentless industry 
Like almost all K-pop groups, BTS-or

Bangtan Sonyeondan, which translates
as Bulletproof Boy Scouts-were formed by
an entertainment agency. Big Hit
Entertainment assembled J-Hope, Jimin,
Jin, Jungkook, RM, Suga and V through a
combination of direct recruitment and
auditions.

Local reports say the group-who are
known to be relentlessly hardworking-
went through intensive training ahead of
their debut in 2013. Leader RM was
already known in the Southʼs under-

ground hip hop scene for his rapping
skills, while Jimin had been enrolled in an
arts school in Busan, majoring in contem-
porary dance.

The group have since ascended to
global superstardom, having been twice
nominated for a Grammy and staging a
string of sold-out shows in cities including
London, Paris and Los Angeles. Their
lyrics are socially conscious and they con-
sistently and candidly engage with fans at
home and abroad through social media,
accumulating some 86 million followers
on Twitter alone.

The band has become “an icon of pro-
gressive globalism,” said Vladimir

Tikhonov, professor of Korean Studies at
the University of Oslo. “They are part of
the entrepreneurial world, being managed
by a for-profit agency and earning astro-
nomic sums... But at the same time, they
and their fans supported anti-racist move-
ments,” he said.

In 2020 they donated $1 million to the
Black Lives Matter movement, inspiring
fans to contribute the same amount. And
they spoke in Korean at the White House
on May 31 seeking to raise awareness of
anti-Asian racism in America-a phenome-
non many blame on fallout from the
Covid-19 pandemic.

Member Suga appealed for tolerance,
saying that “itʼs not wrong to be different. I

think equality begins when we open up
and embrace all of our differences.” The
group “has already exceeded the level of
a famous pop star in some ways,” Jiyoung
Lee, a research professor at Hankuk
University of Foreign Studies in Seoul,
told AFP. “The symbolic meaning of them
is believed to embody to some extent the
zeitgeist of the present era.”

Cut-throat competition 
Beneath its glitz and glamour, South

Koreaʼs K-pop industry is known for cut-
throat competition and relentless public
pressure to maintain a wholesome image
at all times and at any cost. In Tuesdayʼs
YouTube video the members of BTS,
credited with generating billions of dollars
for the South Korean economy, candidly
shared their struggles within the industry.
“I donʼt have time to grow because I have
to keep filming and keep doing some-
thing,” RM said, referring to the teamʼs
busy work schedule.

Although the group are currently at the
“very peak” of their success, RM said he
“didnʼt know what kind of group we were
any more.” Member Suga confessed heʼs
not had much fun writing lyrics since their
debut in 2013. “It was always painful,
always hard, and I had to squeeze some-
thing out,” he said. Local media say the
band could be on hiatus for up to seven
years, given the membersʼ upcoming
mandatory military service in South
Korea.

But experts say the group will not be for-
gotten. “Beyond their music, theyʼve woven
a multi-faceted story... bringing their mes-
saging and story beyond just the elements
typically associated with K-pop,” author
Tamar Herman said. “BTS do it in a way
that is immensely relatable and resonates
on a personal level with many across the
world,” Herman, who wrote “BTS: Blood,
Sweat & Tears”, told AFP. — AFP

In this file photo South Korean boy band BTS performs onstage during the KIIS FM’s
iHeartRadio Jingle Ball at the Forum Los Angeles in Inglewood, California. — AFP photos

In this file photo Korean band BTS appears at the daily press briefing in the Brady Press
Briefing of the White House in Washington, DC, as they visit to discuss Asian inclusion and
representation, and addressing anti-Asian hate crimes and discrimination.


