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High school reunion. A poster for the 20th anniversary re-release of Take Care of My Cat.



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

THE WIDOW

THE HOUSEMAID

AIMLESS BULLET (OBALTAN)

MOTHER AND A GUEST

A DAY OFF

THE MARCH OF FOOLS

SUDDENLY IN THE DARK

SEOPYEONJE

BAD MOVIE

CHRISTMAS IN AUGUST

WHISPERING CORRIDORS

SHIRI

MY SASSY GIRL

WAIKIKI BROTHERS

TAKE CARE OF MY CAT

SAVE THE GREEN PLANET!

A TALE OF TWO SISTERS

OLDBOY

A GIRL AT MY DOOR

RIGHT NOW, WRONG THEN

VETERAN

THE TRUTH BENEATH

THE WAILING

TRAIN TO BUSAN

THE WORLD OF US

A TAXI DRIVER

BURNING

HOUSE OF HUMMINGBIRD

PARASITE

MOVING ON

FURTHER READING

INDEX

CREDITS



INTRODUCTION

There aren’t many cultures that can be boiled down to just a letter: a simple prefix that can denote a whole, vibrant world. K-pop, K-drama, K-beauty – the Korean Wave (also known as Hallyu) has engulfed the globe over the last two decades, inspiring fans to fall in love with the nation’s music, TV and film. From Baby Shark to BTS, Squid Game to Parasite, no corner of pop culture has been left untouched.

This is our third book. For our first two, we looked at the work of Studio Ghibli, and then surveyed the whole span of Japanese animation through 30 films. Here, we embrace Korean cinema – to our minds the most exciting film industry in the world right now.

Our approach is that we have picked 30 key feature films from South Korea that span genres and eras, from Golden Age classics to contemporary blockbusters, from festival favourites to intriguing indies, each presenting a potential gateway into the industry’s output and history. To make things interesting, we restrict ourselves to one film per filmmaker – which proved to be particularly tricky when many of South Korea’s top directors, including Bong Joon-ho, Park Chan-wook, and Lee Chang-dong, have several bangers to their name. Each chapter begins with Michael offering us the context, laying out the backstory behind the film before Jake takes the reins for his review. Everything is then capped off with further recommendations if you want to continue down the same path.

Our goal here is to help kick-start journeys. Maybe you have seen Parasite and wonder what all the fuss is about; perhaps you’re a veteran of the Asia Extreme generation and still recall your first taste of Oldboy’s infamous octopus scene; or you might already consider yourself something of a Korean cinema aficionado. Hopefully there will be something for you here. In the UK, we have only ever been given a limited view of South Korea’s film history, and there are so many world-class films and filmmakers to discover.

That’s what makes Korean cinema such an exciting industry to explore. In the present day, Korean films are winning awards and enjoying international distribution, but there are many rarely seen classics dating all the way back to the 1950s and 1960s, from directors such as Yu Hyun-mok, Shin Sang-ok and Lee Man-hee. Through the efforts of the Korean Film Archive, the UK’s Korean Cultural Centre and their annual London Korean Film Festival, these films are slowly becoming more visible and renowned, deservedly so. When the UK film magazine Sight and Sound held their decennial Greatest Films of All Time Poll in 2022, there was only one Korean production in the Top 250 – Parasite, of course – but who knows how that will change by 2032?

As an industry, Korean cinema is never one note, and resists easy classification and categorization. The success of Tartan Films’ Asia Extreme home video label in the early 2000s might have given the impression that all Korean films were weird and wild, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Of course, we have our fair share of cult genre films here – from dark thrillers to even darker horror films – but they’re rubbing shoulders with romantic comedies, melodramas, popcorn spectacle, and independent gems destined for the arthouse or film festival circuit. Perhaps the strongest and most promising thread through this book is the rise of a new generation of women filmmakers, particularly those who have made their debuts in the last decade with a growing canon of finely detailed domestic dramas, such as Kim Bora (House of Hummingbird), Yoon Ga-eun (The World of Us) and Yoon Dan-bi (Moving On).
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Zombie-horror Train to Busan was a box office smash in Korea and became a cult hit around the world.
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Heavy weather. Na Hong-jin’s beguiling and troubling horror-thriller, The Wailing.



There are many theories about why Korean cinema is so beloved internationally. From a film fan’s point of view, South Korea is simply home to some of the world’s greatest working filmmakers, but it is also a country that still provides what Hollywood and English-language cinema at large has lost in the franchise-dominated blockbuster era: distinctive and well-crafted films that play with form and genre, while never forgetting the fundamentals of what makes cinema compelling; versatile stars with clout and charisma who use their wattage across a wide range of film styles; ambitious and adept filmmakers who drink deep from the well of world cinema while finding their own voice and vision. With so much of the UK’s film culture under threat, South Korea’s landscape of film schools, festivals, organizations and magazines makes the country seem like a sanctuary for cinephiles.

Contemporary Korean culture is a product of the nation’s turbulent modern history. Over the last century, the country has suffered through Japanese imperial rule, the Korean War, division between North and South, successive authoritarian dictatorships, and a complicated transition towards democracy from 1987 onwards. Director Park Chan-wook, in his introduction to Sight and Sound’s special issue on Korean cinema in December 2022, wrote that the social strife of those years, and the freedom of expression that followed after decades of censorship and suppression, is something that can be felt throughout Korean culture. This theme crops up throughout this book, but we are film critics, not academics. To learn more about Korean history and its relation to cinema, there’s a further reading section at the end of the book.

But now, back to the films. From The Housemaid to Parasite, Train to Busan to Burning, some of the world’s finest films made by the brightest talents await you over the next 190+ pages. Thank you for picking up this book. Enjoy your journey through Film Korea!
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Reflecting on grief. Lee Min-ja in The Widow.



When the Seoul International Women’s Film Festival launched in 1997, its opening film was a nod to history: a revival screening of the film considered to be the first directed by a Korean woman, 1955’s The Widow by Park Nam-ok. While it was ignored at the time and, in fact, now exists only in a form that is incomplete, The Widow is a landmark film, and Park’s story continues to be an inspiration for filmmakers fighting to make their mark today.

Born in 1923 in Hayang, North Gyeongsang, Park Nam-ok was interested in film, literature and the arts from a young age, but found herself drawn to athletics, competing as a teenager at national level as a shot-putter. As an adult, she worked as a film reviewer and as a continuity girl for films, and it was during the Korean War that she cut her teeth editing newsreels. Then, in 1954, she embarked on the ambitious task of shooting a film of her own. The project was very much a family effort: her husband, a playwright, wrote the screenplay, while financing was provided by her sister (the name of the production company, Jamae Films, comes from the Korean word for sister).

However, Park herself shouldered the heaviest load of the production – almost literally, as she directed the film with her infant baby strapped to her back. On top of coordinating the shoot, she also had to contend with unrepentant sexism from all quarters: renting film equipment proved to be a challenge, and recording studios reportedly refused to let her hire their facilities, simply because she was a woman. And once the film was finished, cinemas weren’t interested in screening the work: on its April 1955 release, the film was on screen for only four days. The Widow was to be Park’s only work as director; afterwards she moved into publishing, and later emigrated with her daughter to the United States.

The story didn’t quite end there, though. Fast forward to the 1990s, and a new generation of women in the Korean film industry were writing their own history. With the help of the Korean Film Archive, The Widow was restored for its special screening at the Seoul International Women’s Film Festival in 1997 – albeit with some scenes lacking sound and the end missing. Just over a decade later, the festival introduced the Park Nam-ok award in 2008 to commemorate “the first Korean female filmmaker and to remember her life and the reality of women, women’s gaze, and women’s desires that she portrayed in her 1955 film”. The first winner of the prize was director Yim Soon-rye, who had earlier directed Keeping the Vision Alive: Women in Korean Filmmaking, a documentary that pays tribute to Park Nam-ok’s pioneering work. By the time of her death in 2017, Park’s place in Korean cinema history was assured.



FURTHER VIEWING [image: ]

In the 1960s, Hong Eun-won became Korea’s second female feature filmmaker with a run of films including the social drama A Woman Judge, about a woman balancing the demands of her job and her family. Other trailblazing female filmmakers of the period include actress-turned-director Choi Eun-hee (pictured) and Hwang Hye-mi. However, it wasn’t until the end of the century, and the turn of the new millennium, that a veritable wave of female filmmakers came to prominence, with the likes of Jeong Jae-eun (Take Care of My Cat), Lee Jeonghyang (Art Museum by the Zoo, The Way Home), Yim Soon-rye (Waikiki Brothers) and Park Chan-ok (Jealousy Is My Middle Name) picking up the torch first lit back in 1955 by Park Nam-ok and The Widow.
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THE WIDOW – REVIEW [image: ]

Fittingly, for a film that marks a checkpoint in Korean film history, The Widow seems to begin at one. The camera steers past a control officer, a booth with a stop sign, onto a bridge and under a banner bearing the country’s name. But the signs are written in English, catering for the influx of post-war Western influence. In the 1950s, Korea was caught at the checkpoint between tradition and modernity, and the film examines the many costs that come with making the crossing.

Park Nam-ok’s remarkable film finds Shin-ja, a widow who lost her husband in the Korean War, torn over the different directions her life could take in her quickly changing country. Caught between duty and desire, she finds that her care for her daughter is jeopardized by her relationships with a friend of her late husband’s, a handsome stranger and the gossiping, “sassy” women who surround her. With the weight of parenthood quite literally on her back during shooting, Park offers a measured, bravely cold and honest portrayal of the challenges of finding liberation while raising a child, which will surprise modern viewers. There’s intense emotion in Shin-ja’s bond with her daughter Ju, thanks to raw, piercing performances by Min-ja Lee and the young Seong-ju Lee; but there’s equal power in her lackadaisical, almost resentful treatment of her daughter, at one point resulting in a stressful beachside scene that sends memories of Under the Skin and Jaws shivering up the spine. Crucially, Shin-ja isn’t defined just by her parenthood; her romantic exploits hold equal weight, Park finding potency in the glances, interactions and fleeting contact between Shin-ja and the men around her.

Park’s skills at crafting and combining striking imagery is a constant throughout The Widow. Her work making newsreels seeps into the film. When characters take a car journey, it’s an opportunity for a travelogue: the trams, signposts and traffic observed and sonically layered, building up a huge sense of bustling urban development and scale, despite the film’s limited locations and budgetary scope. Crosscutting between sequences, a bold editing technique for the time, creates a thrilling cat-and-mouse energy to affairs, while ghostly cross-fades of faces pry open Shin-ja’s psychological state. Even simple footsteps hitting tarmac, shot from the waist down, repeated in different locations and with different characters, add to the film’s hurried atmosphere, while also suggesting that this drama could be happening to any of the people who walk these streets.
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Clashing costumes and relationships. Park Nam-ok’s film uses clothing to outfit rebellion.



Shin-ja’s rewriting of women’s expectations is just one aspect of how the film grapples with the tug of war between tradition and change. Westernization trickles into the story, offering both desirability and danger: the untrustworthy Taek dresses in a patterned, loose, open collar shirt, a huge contrast to the layered, long traditional hanbok of Shin-ja, and in a bar, a cowboy hat worn by a patron is symbolically knocked off. Characters utter some lines in English like covert sweet nothings, and even the film’s score alludes to the sociopolitical landscape, with the familiar American folk song “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” snuck in at one point.

The film is not entirely for or against the developments in the country at the time. The film shows post-war Korea as a country becoming less conservative, but one whose culture was being diluted. In its uneasiness, it is something radical, and it’s a tragedy that The Widow would be the only work in Park Nam-ok’s directorial career.
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Window of opportunity. Myung-sook spies on the Park family.

Even for committed world cinema fans, the long history of Korean cinema can sometimes be unexplored territory. But if there is one film that has broken through the fog, it is Kim Ki-young’s influential 1960 melodrama, The Housemaid.

Sources differ about Kim Ki-young’s actual birthdate. Official records say 1919, while he himself claimed he was three years younger. Born in Seoul, but brought up in Pyongyang, Kim had his first taste of films aged five, and recalls skipping school to see everything he could. As he put it: “I lived in movies.” Later, while studying at Gyeongseong Dental College, he fell in love with theatre, from Ancient Greek plays to the work of Anton Chekhov, William Shakespeare and Eugene O’Neill, and staged a production of Henrik Ibsen’s provocative and taboo-breaking play Ghosts.

He abandoned a career in medicine, though, when the opportunity arose to make documentaries for the United States Information Service during the Korean War. It was using the skills from these USIS jobs – and borrowing some of the equipment, too – that enabled him to make his early feature films. This post-war era would become known as a golden age for Korean cinema, with Kim placed alongside Shin Sang-ok and Yu Hyun-mok as the period’s leading filmmakers. He would soon drift away from his contemporaries, though, into more lurid territory, with 1960’s The Housemaid signalling this change in direction. Contemporary reviews bemoaned its “grotesque indulgence”, “excessive directing” and “vulgar tastes” – and yet the film was a resounding box office hit.

Kim’s career was one of extremes and eccentricity. He twice topped the domestic box office, in 1971 and 1972, with Woman of Fire and The Insect Woman, but his fiercely independent decision to finance his own films left him facing mounting debts and near bankruptcy, and he was kept afloat only thanks to bailouts from his wife, who had stuck with dentistry. Read into his career, and you’ll find all sorts of anecdotes and tall tales, such as him supposedly buying a haunted house because it came with a hefty discount. A fellow director quoted in the booklet essay for the Korean Film Archive’s release of The Housemaid provides a colourful description of the man: “Director Kim Ki-young is a monster. He is [six-feet] tall, with a big body, dishevelled hair which he has never washed, rough skin that is neither dark nor light, and wide open crayfish eyes, with which he always observes things through a vigilant and anxious expression.”
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Smoke gets in your eyes. Part erotic drama, part PSA. The Housemaid is a lesson for any potential adulterers.



A true independent and an eccentric, Kim Ki-young eventually fell out of favour, and it seemed that he was destined to be forgotten. In his essay that heralded The Housemaid’s landmark release by the Criterion Collection, Kyung Hyun Kim explains that over 70% of films made in the country before 1960 have been lost: cast-off film prints were first used to line the brims of straw hats, while in later years chemists extracted silver from the celluloid film. Several of Kim’s films are still lost, or survive only in incomplete prints. In an interview quoted by the Korean Film Council, the director declared, “It’s awful to think that nothing remains of the work you gave your whole life to.”

It was only through the devotion of a younger generation of budding filmmakers and cult film fans, including the directors Park Chan-wook and Bong Joon-ho, that Kim’s work became more widely appreciated and available. A community that had sought out his films on television or VHS, now discussed them on online message boards. This reappraisal hit a peak in 1997, when Kim was the subject of a retrospective at the Busan International Film Festival. Kim was able to experience this rediscovery of his work, but, tragically, he couldn’t capitalize on it: in February 1998, he and his wife died in a house fire.

But The Housemaid lived on. Retrospectives followed at film festivals around the world, culminating in a restoration of the film in 2008 undertaken by the Korean Film Archive with support from the World Cinema Project, a film preservation organization founded by Martin Scorsese. “I can safely say [The Housemaid] is quite unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” Scorsese says in a filmed introduction for the film. “Personally speaking, I was startled the first time I saw the picture, by its mood of upset, its bold expressionism, its sense of the potential danger in all human interaction, and its intense and passionately realized sense of claustrophobia.”
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Kim Jin-kyu, who plays Mr Kim, is a dexterous actor. Look out for him in Aimless Bullet and Mother and a Guest, too.





FURTHER VIEWING [image: ]

The Housemaid is regarded as a pivotal film in Korean cinema at large, and is integral to the development of the Korean horror genre and its distinctively melodramatic textures. Kim Ki-young would essentially remake The Housemaid twice, at 10-year intervals, with 1971’s Woman of Fire (pictured) and 1982’s Woman of Fire ’82, and further explored the diabolical femme fatale character type in 1972’s The Insect Woman and 1985’s Beasts of Prey (also known as Carnivore). Both Kim and The Housemaid have inspired and influenced many younger Korean films and filmmakers over the years, as can be seen in the supernatural horror of Suddenly in the Dark (1981), the direct adaptation of Im Sang-soo’s The Housemaid (2010), the charged thrillers of Park Chan-wook, and Bong Joon-ho’s domestic satire Parasite.
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THE HOUSEMAID – REVIEW [image: ]

The Housemaid is formally ambitious, emotionally startling and dripping in horror. Before the story even begins, as chilling wind instruments and a bleeding-text title card swoop in, it’s clear this isn’t a standard melodrama but something far more uneasy. A game of cat’s cradle between two children soon follows, the close-up web of flesh and fingers foreshadowing the potentially knotty binds between family innocence and domestic trap which are to follow.

The handsome Mr Kim (just ask all the gossiping women who attend his choir practice) has a wife pregnant with a third child and a dilapidated new house to convert, and looks for a housemaid who can help smooth out his increasingly stressful domestic life. The factory worker Myung-sook takes the role. From her first moments in the house, when she catches a rat with her bare hands and licks her lips when eyeing up some poison, it’s clear that Myung-sook’s residency will not unfold in the most delightful way.

As Myung-sook burrows deeper into the family life of the Kims, she disturbs their harmony and eventually Mr and Mrs Kim’s monogamy. Although extramarital affairs were a hugely controversial act, and still are in today’s Korea, director Kim Ki-young skilfully layers a pulsing sexuality through the film, so when Mr Kim bows to fate it seems inevitable. Shared piano lessons, a puff on a cigarette, even the veined, seemingly breathing walls of the house, have a carnality to them. Myung-sook could be a screeching bunny boiler, but Lee Eun-shim’s compellingly unpredictable performance makes it so much more, her eyebrows slithering between arch schemer and pursed innocence in a second.

Contained mostly within the walls of the Kim family home, the staging of The Housemaid is hugely impressive, taking its quaint setting and warping it into both a cage and a maze. Decorated with insinuating masks, the house is built with wafer-thin sliding doors that hide lust just millimetres away, wide open windows that voyeuristically tantalize – and to connect them, tracking camera movements that peer between the private and public. Perhaps most impactful, though, is the central staircase. Rivalling the Odessa Steps scene from Battleship Potemkin, these steps offer dramatic depth of image, with characters looming menacingly away at the top, descending through their desirous actions and meeting shocking ends at the bottom. It’s a bridge to violence, infidelity and murder. Watch Park Chan-wook’s Stoker or Bong Joon-ho’s Parasite, and you’ll see the influence of the Kims’ staircase, a passageway to secrets and salaciousness.
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Ju Jeung-ryu and Lee Eun-shim show the black-and-white divide between the purity of the domestic and the devilishness of the disruptor.



As well as its mise-en-scène and storytelling prowess, the editing of The Housemaid is another achievement. The sliding doors and camera movements fasten together, maintaining immersion between scenes and keeping viewers locked in the Kim household. Elsewhere, quick, lyrical cuts match together trains, street lights and a lamp bulb, transforming a character’s journey home from dull exposition into a striking, but smooth motion, that keeps the attention.

After such an immersive experience, one editorial choice breaks through the sliding fourth wall, in a fascinating and surprising way. Once comeuppances have been dealt, and Chekhov’s rat poison has been put to one side, Mr Kim takes a moment to address the viewers. The message is delivered with a wide smile and big laugh as director Kim Ki-Young returns to his roots making information service films, telling us that this story could happen to anyone. Audacious and entertaining, The Housemaid might be the most depraved Public Service Announcement ever made.
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Hailed as one of the pivotal masterpieces of Korean cinema, Aimless Bullet is routinely ranked highly in greatest film lists, often taking the top spot. Critic Kim Jyoun-wook refers to the film’s impact and legacy as equivalent to that of Citizen Kane in Hollywood history, and credits its director, Yu Hyun-mok, as one of the inventors of modern Korean cinema.

Yu was born in 1925 in Sariwon, in what is now North Korea. His father was a landlord and his mother, a devout Christian, was a shop owner, and Yu enjoyed an affluent upbringing. From a young age, he was a cinemagoer, and recalls sitting on his father’s lap and watching the influential silent film Arirang (1926), one of the first major homegrown films, which he would remake decades later. However, his career in cinema wasn’t inevitable. After finishing high school, he first applied to become a pastor, and then pursued studies in theology, before changing track to study Korean language at Dongguk University in Seoul with a focus on drama. He chalked up the change of heart to seeing Crime et châtiment (1935), Pierre Chenal’s French-language film adaptation of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, which he watched at the cinema 14 times.

While studying, he devoured books on montage by Soviet filmmakers Vsevolod Pudovkin and Sergei Eisenstein in his college library, attended lectures in screenwriting at the National Library of Korea and took every opportunity he could to gain on-set experience, eventually working as an assistant director. He graduated from university in 1950, the year that saw the start of the Korean War. As the war divided the country in two, Yu was cut off from his family, and by the end of the war in 1953, he had lost his father and six siblings in the conflict. His mother, who rebuilt her life in Busan, urged her son to pursue his dream of directing. Looking back on those years, Yu told Kim Jyoun-wook that “the tragedies brought upon my family by the war grew sorrow and despair within me”, no doubt influencing the weighty themes he wished to explore in his work.

Aimless Bullet, Yu’s eighth feature, was adapted from a novella by Yi Beom-seon that the director said captured both the destitution of the post-war period, and a sense of “aimlessness and loss of direction” that pervaded the nation, comparing it to Albert Camus’ existentialist work The Stranger. Shot on a shoestring budget on the streets of Seoul, the film married the influence of Italian Neorealism (“I was so stupefied on viewing the Bicycle Thieves,” Yu recalled, “that I fell into a gutter in front of the theatre”) with the spiritual qualities of the films of Robert Bresson and Ingmar Bergman. The film was released in April 1961, mere weeks before the military coup d’état of May 16, led by Park Chung-hee. As a result, the release was suppressed, and returned to cinemas only after it had been screened, and positively reviewed, at the San Francisco International Film Festival in 1963 – a screening that played an important role in the film’s enduring legacy. A 35mm subtitled print of the film was the sole surviving complete copy, and served as the source for the Korean Film Archive’s digital restoration of Aimless Bullet in 2015.
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Cherry on top. In a film of many stunning images, this rare romantic moment sparks brightly.





FURTHER VIEWING [image: ]

Due to his aesthetic, spiritual and sociopolitical ambitions, Yu Hyun-mok often struggled with censors and commercially minded financiers throughout his career, and eventually embarked on a second career as a film professor.
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