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    Korean Film Directors


    The Korean Film Directors series is one of Korean Film Council’s projects to furnish an international audience with insight and analysis into the works of Korea’s most representative film directors.


    The series aims to expand upon the existing body of knowledge on Korean film, educate the general public of the history of Korean film and Korean film directors, and draw attention to the significance of works that represent Korean film. Critics who share their insight in the series are leaders in their respective specialties. Each volume includes critical commentary on films, an extensive interview with the director, and a comprehensive filmography for reference.
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    Preface


    The younger generation of Korean film directors makes movies without awareness of the traditions of Korean cinema past. This atmosphere of the ‘adventurous spirit of children without fathers’ is the most significant force behind the dynamic quality of modern Korean film. Directors of this generation show an intense hunger to absorb all traces of film history worthy of admiration, including Hollywood genre films, European art films, B-movies, and make them their own. Because of the environment in Korean theaters from the mid-1980s to the 1990s, it was impossible to watch the classics on the cinema screen, so this generation approached the classics of the past and present and gained access to film mainly through video. They are unable to claim affiliation to any lineage within film history, but at the same time they show a sponge-like resilience where they can assume whichever lineage suits them, and though they might make films in a manner that appears playful, they also aim at a spirit of rebellion capable of provoking the group consciousness of the times.


    PARK Chan-wook is the director who carries the status of elder brother for this generation of film lovers who rose into the mainstream of the Korean film industry beginning in the 2000s. The director, a late bloomer who made only two films in the 1990s while simultaneously working as a critic, has constructed his very own world, combining the uncompromising directorial character of a B-movie with an elliptical and poetic style that can appeal to the sensibilities of the post-MTV generation, while unafraid to draw upon genre conventions and star image. The dizzying critical and commercial success he achieved in the 2000s indicates an important characteristic of modern Korean film: while putting forward a plot and style that is goal-oriented to all outward appearance, PARK includes conclusions in his films that ultimately carry both character and audience to a point where the goals have disintegrated and represent an expression of his artistic intent to present the face of a complex society, which does not permit the route of a dualistic and straightforward plot.


    PARK is the proverbial ‘guy who’s seen too many movies,’ one who has steadily maintained a passion for film from youth to the present. He is one of those artists whose desire to watch movies is as strong as an appetite for food or sex. PARK, who would write about films if he couldn’t make them, directs films as an extension of his desire to see the kind of films that he himself likes. Most of the films he has made in the 2000s prove that this is not an attempt to pander to the desires of the audience at the center and periphery of film history, but rather a product of a provocative impetuosity that does not hide its intent to communicate with the audience on an even basis or occasionally confront them. That these films have seen considerable success at the box office is a notable cultural phenomenon, one that has crossed the boundaries of contemporary Korean cinema and drawn a universally favorable response mainly through Western film festivals. While eliciting conflicting emotions, where many people are fascinated and yet disturbed by his films, PARK repeatedly experiments with content and style that pushes the irony of negativity to its very limit.


    The feeling of existential crisis within the human beings living in this society is realized through various divergent genres and themes and in completely different forms. PARK wants to have it written on his future tombstone that he was ‘a director who consistently and prolifically made new films that were completely different from his older ones.’ The peculiar discordance that reaps the effects of bold, close-up images draw strong audience empathy while willingly and repeatedly experimenting with ellipsis and jumps in narrative and style. In this cinematic world PARK Chan-wook charges his films with unconventional energy. This is the strength that makes it possible to always view his films in the present tense.


    PARK will continue to perform stunts verging on the acrobatic between genre convention and directorial individuality in the future as he has done up until now. This book was written as a small introductory guide that looks with an insider’s eye and gropes roughly for the roots and stems of PARK’s cinematic world. The interviews printed in this book were constructed by rearranging interviews that I had conducted with PARK while working as a critic. As I wrote this book, I realized anew how more than 20 years have passed since I met PARK in our youth. In any event, that time has also been a time when the Korean movie industry, which had been lingering in the dark ages for a spell, took a stretch once again and made a new leap. I am glad that I was able to watch from the side as PARK Chan-wook performed a central role in the process of that new leap forward.


    KIM Young-jin


    Summer, 2007

    Seoul
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    Introduction


    



    I first met director PARK Chan-wook as a university freshman in a campus restaurant at Sogang University, where he was studying. He was a philosophy student two years my senior. He appeared in front of me wearing a drill uniform and chain-smoking, with a dirty, disheveled appearance, as though he hadn’t bathed. Just when I thought to myself that he might have a bit of a troublemaker’s temperament, I heard him talking with a younger student sitting next to him. “I saw Jean-Luc Godard’s Contempt yesterday and I came to understand what anti-bourgeois camera style was. The camera was moving horizontally…” I listened closely to what he was saying, thinking, “Well, look at this.” During the conversation, PARK took pleasure in quoting book passages and continuously brought up the impressive points of the movies he’d seen recently. Through a special exhibition of Alfred Hitchcock movies shown on video for members of the student film club at Sogang, he made the decision that he would live his life as a film director. As I saw him saying this and expressing his admiration for the films of Alfred Hitchcock, it was enough to arouse a desire in me to see the films he mentioned. Then he stated that through repeated viewings of Hitchcock’s Vertigo, he gained a sense of what really drove directorial talent for creating screen images. The PARK Chan-wook of that time joked, “So James Stewart and Kim Novak are kissing, and in the background the waves on the sea are rolling. Of course it’s a process shot, but I was thinking, Look, Hitchcock says ‘The waves must crash,’ and even the waves move like that for him.”


    During his university days, PARK would often call a few of his colleagues that he was friendly with over to his house and they would watch movies on video. His house was filled with a curious autonomous and laissez-faire atmosphere where nothing was forced on the children. Occasionally his parents would watch the movies together with us, and sometimes, albeit rarely, they would share their impressions of the movies we had just seen. In a well-educated, uncommonly well-off middle class household, with a university professor father and a mother who wrote poetry, PARK was always reading books, listening to music or watching movies. This image of PARK that I first saw in his youth continues unchanged to this day. Even now, PARK enjoys talking about the books he has read recently or movies he has recently seen whenever he has a conversation. RYOO Seung-wan, who started out as his assistant director, informally confessed to feeling dizzy at PARK’s habit of quoting. For example, he likes to tell stories using quotes such as—“Victor Hugo said this about the price of fame…”—and then going on to make his point. He is an educated man who likes movies, culture, the fine arts and music, and he is the kind of director who reconstructs his stories based on imaginative power gained from other artworks rather than the life he himself has experienced. The background he grew up in was very proper. Even now, as he enters middle age, with the exception of a fondness for alcohol, he passes his days as a sincere scholarly type who lives with a book under his arm. However, in the movies he has made or the scripts he has written, you can sense some iconoclastic and playful traces of his desire to prove that he is not just an academic.


    This is why PARK spent a long time as an outsider in the Korean film industry, which has difficulty accepting different tastes, after his unsatisfactory debut, The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of. People admired the logical and detailed insight and polished prose of the criticism he wrote, but they did not agree with his debut and second film. While he was contributing film criticism to a magazine, he rarely wrote criticism of the Korean films appearing at the time. Instead he would select what suited his tastes out of the films appearing on video. Rather than works revered as masterpieces of film history, he showed considerable affection for works that had received little attention from a critical or box-office standpoint, and he devoted himself to the task of reevaluating them. For example, among the films of Sam Peckinpah, a representative director of the New Hollywood generation, he favored Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia over the officially recognized revisionist Western masterpiece The Wild Bunch. He introduced the films of directors like Samuel Fuller, Robert Aldrich and Abel Ferrara to Korean film buffs with great enthusiasm through his reviews. Frequently, people would categorize PARK conveniently as a cult film freak. In reality, he wrote criticism for a broad range of films, but out of those only his support and enthusiasm for B-movies that were unknown or unappreciated drew the attention of film buffs. This enhanced the reputation of PARK Chan-wook the film critic, but at the same time was poisonous for PARK Chan-wook the filmmaker. The movie producers of Chungmuro wrote off the cosmopolitan film lover’s passion that appeared in PARK’s criticism as something incomprehensible coming from a foreign place. As a director with a taste for B-movies, he was recognized by the media as having considerable affection as much for the cursed masterpieces he often spoke of as for the classics cited in textbooks, and his name became synonymous with the inaccessible cinephile to such an extent that a Chungmuro producer once boasted, “I’ll eat my hat if a PARK Chan-wook movie succeeds commercially.” They concluded that PARK’s intellectual and artistic tastes constituted a conscious resistance to the production of sleek, well-made commercial films. After the failure of two movies, PARK became accustomed to sending numerous plans and script treatments to movie companies only to see them rejected.


    Joint Security Area was a mass-market film that PARK made with determination, weary of the poor treatment he was receiving from the Korean film industry. The premiere of this film was a sort of event that proved to the whole world that PARK Chan-wook the cult film director could produce a polished commercial movie. Once the movie had set box-office records for Korean film at the time and gained the admiration of media and audiences, PARK could finally challenge himself once again with planning the kind of movie that he wanted to make. This plan, tentatively titled The Destroyed Man, eventually would become known to the world as Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance. This script, written by PARK himself, is suffused with a non-mass market temperament, steeped in PARK’s personal tastes and composed of little dialogue and a great deal of stage direction. Having read the script for this movie by chance, I became very uneasy and worried that PARK’s directorial career would be once again in jeopardy. Regarding Joint Security Area as a successful movie largely due to the production management prowess of Myung Film, I could not shake off the apprehension that the non-mainstream inclination of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance was another instance of the childishness shown in PARK’s previous movies. After the film was finished and the first screening was held, Mr. Vengeance immediately met a flurry of mixed reactions. Up until then, I had thought that PARK Chan-wook was (regrettably) a director with a lot of ideas but an inability to realize them effectively, and that compared to his talent as a critic his skill as a director was still underdeveloped. The basic characteristics of PARK Chan-wook’s direction was in the cultish charm of Trio, with original ideas in each scene, although the overall sense of completion was loose. And the mistaken belief that the sleek, finished quality of JSA had emerged from an organic relationship of tension with Myung Film, the production company, was easily shattered after seeing Mr. Vengeance. From an audiovisual perspective, Mr. Vengeance was a film that captured the viewer’s gaze and never let it go. In the Korean film industry of the 2000s, it was rare to experience a film, where the audience was shocked with every change of scene, their hearts racing until the credits rolled. After seeing the movie, I sent a text message to PARK: “Congratulations! An unquestionable masterpiece.”


    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance was a disaster at the box office. Audiences were infuriated that the director who had given them the powerful emotions of a sleek mass-market film with Joint Security Area was once again showing the uncompromising sensibility of a B-movie director. It appeared that the world of PARK Chan-wook’s films was once again at a crossroads. Audiences were hostile, but his film director colleagues did not hide their envy of this work, where PARK’s talents were in full bloom. Young directors in particular would gather in coffee shops and express their astonishment at how this film possessed a plot and style that burst through the limits of commercial film. Witnessing the disaster this film encountered at the box office, they were afraid. The cruel abandonment of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance was an event that symbolized the failure of the risks that a director could pursue in the commercial movie world. PARK predicted that his next film would be a work with far more commercial potential. Just before making Old Boy, PARK was chatting on various topics with lead actor CHOI Min-sik, recently returned from the Cannes Film Festival, which he had attended as the lead actor of IM Kwon-taek’s Chihwaseon, a film that had been submitted for competition. At the end of the conversation he abruptly said to CHOI: “But you do realize that Old Boy is a commercial film that could never go somewhere as glorious as the Cannes Film Festival, don’t you?” PARK, having sampled the bitter taste of the entertainment industry, was setting out to make a commercial film. However, just before the actual completed Old Boy was to open, there were concerns around him. Fears that the theme of incest, which had been stirring up controversy among the producers since production of the movie began, might turn off audiences were at a peak. PARK was left in a somewhat defensive position. He consoled himself with the fact that, since there was a contracted amount for overseas export, drawing an audience of around 700,000 domestically would ensure that there would be no financial loss. Old Boy depicts the explosive spectacle of a family collapsing due to incest, and its conclusion—not exactly a happy ending, nor an unhappy ending—overwhelmed the audience with complicated emotions and fiercely shook the boundaries of their normal comfort levels. It eloquently drew attention to the tragedy of a man who had lost the strength to pull the strings of his own destiny. Using light, color, camera movement and changes in the variety of expressions of the actors, this film beautifully depicted the chain of tragic events pushing forward to its conclusion. It enjoyed great success at the Korean box office, dispelling concerns, and made its place in a new paradigm of popular film. Together with Memories of Murder (a film, also highly successful in Korea, that dealt with the true story of the hunt for a serial killer), Old Boy was one of the most interesting commercial events in Korean film in the mid-2000s. The success of these films was received by film directors as an inspiration, showing that it was possible to risk revealing personal tastes and shattering the boundaries of commercial film, while still succeeding commercially. Unexpected success at the Cannes Film Festival also had the effect of further raising the name recognition of PARK Chan-wook. Old Boy was awarded the Grand Prix by the Cannes jury and elevated PARK’s status from that of an East Asian cult director who made movies with extreme tastes to that of a representative “commercial auteur” of Korea. With the film’s success, PARK’s position within the Korean movie industry solidified to a degree he could never have imagined; at the very least, there would be no more investors or producers refusing his new projects. While PARK may have made movies that made use of stars and genre conventions, the movies came with provocative, shocking elements that could not help but disturb audiences expecting comfortable entertainment. Following Old Boy’s success, PARK made “Cut,” the middle segment of the omnibus Three…Extremes, and then turned to the final chapter of the revenge trilogy that included Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance and Old Boy. Amid growing interest, he cast LEE Young-ae, a star of films and commercials who was popular nationwide for her role in a television drama, Jewel in the Palace. He intentionally twisted the star image of LEE, who was famous for conveying the happiness of an elegant, upper-class woman in advertisements, and investigated the complex nature of the ethics of revenge in Sympathy for Lady Vengeance. I was certain that many audience members would not be very happy with the content of this film. I also thought that some of the audience would be greatly unsettled or simply confused about what was going on in the climax. This movie asks the question, “No matter how horrible a man may be or how much he has committed deeds worthy of punishment, is revenge on him ultimately justified?” But thanks to the rising name value of PARK Chan-wook, award-winning director at Cannes, and audience curiosity about the transformation of LEE Young-ae, the film broke box-office records in its explosive first weekend and was ultimately seen by nearly 4 million people. PARK’s popularity shot through the roof, and he became an icon as an artist who succeeded enough to appear in commercials. He was well-known by audiences and made financially successful films while always inciting varied responses from audiences.


    [image: Image]


    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, 2002


    PARK’s career as a director has been characterized by many twists, turns and extremes of success and failure, but he can expect the upward and downward curves to continue into the future depending on his commercial success. When I met with the Japanese director Kiyoshi Kurosawa at the 2003 Pusan International Film Festival, he pointed out trends in the Korean film industry where directors of PARK’s generation were succeeding and said that the Korean film industry was a commercially sound place. Kurosawa is an internationally recognized director, but his films do not always succeed in Japan. At least the films, made at a low budget, do not lose money, which allows him to continue making movies regularly. In Korea, the fate of a director is heavily determined by the commercial success or failure of a single movie; box office failures could leave them unable to display their abilities. Kurosawa said that Korean films were always made with the audience in mind, but that in Japan that was not necessarily the case. Kurosawa expressed positive feelings about the adventurous spirit of young Korean directors in challenging the audience, but there are doubts about how long this phenomenon will continue. In PARK’s case, the honeymoon with audiences that he had enjoyed with Old Boy and Sympathy for Lady Vengeance came to a halt with I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK, which met with a lukewarm response from critics and audiences. This odd romantic comedy, which shows the fantasies of mental patients with a childish, playful spirit perplexed audiences, despite the strong performances of its actors. It has an experimental style that moves back and forth through the boundaries of reality and fantasy and is presented in a remarkably complex structure that evokes empathy for the protagonists. It was made through a large distributor, CJ Entertainment, and this proved that PARK had risen to the highest ranks of mainstream directors, but its box office failure recalled PARK’s native element, the B-movie sensibility hidden behind the impressive success of Old Boy. Cyborg was shown at the Berlin International Film Festival and awarded the Alfred Bauer Prize, confirming his welcome status at European film festivals, but PARK’s critics were concerned that his films would once again lapse into mannerism.


    PARK made the decision to face his situation a bit more circumspectly. He opted to postpone the schedule for work on his next film for a little while. When it seemed that he would immediately start making his new work, I met with PARK while he was making preparations, and he said, “I’ve written a draft for the script, but people around me say it’s not entertaining. I expect to rewrite it after taking a rest for a few months to watch movies and read.” I met with him a few times after that, and he was worrying about his new work, Evil Live, and a western that had been offered to him in Hollywood. In October, he was set to direct a segment in an omnibus film about New York, and he had received an offer to direct an opera in Paris. Clearly, PARK is standing at the peak of success, but the environment in the Korean film industry is such that the prestigious status of an art film director, which has always caused anxiety around him, could crumble like a sand castle at any moment. The Korean film industry depends on investment from large enterprises that own theater chains, and it is suffering from a temporary weariness with the downward trend that struck the entire industry in 2006. Completion of projects deemed non-commercial will not be an easy affair. The adventurous production atmosphere that had given such benefits to directors like PARK during the early 2000s has disappeared. PARK was worried as well that production of the debut film for a female former assistant director was not working out. He confessed that investors and actors were protecting themselves and had difficulty beginning production on any movie that was not safely mapped out for box office success. Perhaps that too may be the ultimate fate for PARK, with his balancing act between star casting and conventions and a mind aimed at producing great works.
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    Old Boy, 2003


    Even so, I think that PARK has the ability to make movies into his old age, as he would like to do. His critics have said that his films dazzle audiences briefly with stimulating style but are empty on the inside, and have predicted that when the seductive power of his style loses its luster he will no longer be able to have a glorious career in terms of box office performance or artistic longevity. But PARK’s sincerity as a ‘man who knows too much about movies’ will serve as a shield to prevent erosion of his artistic longevity no matter how harsh the market may be. Here I would like to mention a somewhat long episode about him, which occurred when I visited the site in Busan where he was filming I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK in May, 2006. As it happens, I had just been invited to participate in a panel discussion with audience members at a Sam Peckinpah retrospective at a Busan cinema. On my way to Busan I was planning to stop by the filming location for Cyborg, and I received a message from PARK suggesting that we meet near the location and talk. Because of a marketing policy from the investors that discouraged revealing the content of a movie, it would be difficult to expose the site to photo reporters.


    Seated across from me at a hotel coffee shop, PARK thrust a camera toward me and began pressing the shutter. “What are you doing?” I said. “Nothing. Just talk. Don’t worry, I’m just testing my new camera.” PARK scarcely let the camera out of his hands throughout the entire conversation. With this kind of demeanor it was difficult to see the producer/director hard at work filming his new movie. Even when talking about his own movies, he gave the information absent-mindedly, as if he were talking about someone else’s work. This was a completely different atmosphere from that of the investors’ marketing strategy to protect PARK’s new movie as if it were some kind of precious jewel. On that day, our conversation started on the topic of the Sam Peckinpah retrospective. PARK said that filming would resume the next day. He was anxious, saying that the only time he would be able to see the Peckinpah films comfortably would be that afternoon. “I have to go to the theater at 4:00 today, so let’s just talk a bit now, and then let’s talk more over drinks after I’ve seen the movies.” “Haven’t you seen them all already?” I asked. “Not on a big screen. Yesterday I saw Straw Dogs, and let me tell you, it was really intense.”


    As I mentioned before, PARK once rated Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia as Peckinpah’s best work in a collection of his criticism. Among people who enjoy film, this rating by PARK evoked a fresh response. Why did he choose Garcia and not Peckinpah’s legendary western The Wild Bunch? PARK’s tastes, which rank Garcia, an intensely personal film made on a low-budget in Mexico while Peckinpah was falling from the heights of his success, higher than The Wild Bunch, the well-produced western that altered the paradigm of the aesthetics of violence, also mesh with the underlying energy flowing in the films he makes. PARK is left shuddering by the artist’s intuition that digs into minor things and brings out great things while showing the severe flaws in the outward appearance of formulaic genre films. He told me a story about how the day before he had hurried from the film set to see Straw Dogs. Filming had been scheduled to end that day around 6:30 pm. On the schedule for showings at the theater, it had said that Straw Dogs would be showing at exactly 7:00. There were numerous bad takes, and bit by bit the filming was delayed. PARK was on pins and needles. Then, at around 6:50, the OK signal came. PARK, his backpack fastened, hurried off the set. He was stopped by CHUNG Chung-hoon, the cinematographer, who asked him to take another look at the shot that had been given the OK: A boom mike was visible at the top of the screen. PARK looked at the monitor and said, “If it’s just that, I don’t mind. The audience likely won’t notice it.” The cinematographer laughed and said goodbye to PARK, who, feeling it necessary to see the film from the beginning, left without looking back: “OK, Mr. PARK, then please stop by the set tomorrow.” I wondered what kind of desire he had for him to want to see other directors’ films so much even while in the process of making his own movie. “For the past year I haven’t been able to really watch a movie. I want to recharge my batteries, but external conditions don’t allow me to. When it’s time to make a movie, I feel a stronger desire to be stimulated. There must be lots of movies that could inspire me, but I can’t watch them.”


    As would become evident later, I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK was not at all a reassuring concept in commercial terms. PARK’s tastes, which preferred a movie bearing the intensely personal tastes of a Peckinpah, were realized in his new work as well. That day, while explaining his new film, PARK admitted that it had not been easy to make the film crew understand his intentions in directing the film. “The actors and the crew said that just from looking at the script they had no idea how the movie would turn out, but that after working on the set they were gaining confidence that the movie would come out well. I don’t understand what they meant by either of those things. I’d like to go inside of their heads,” he said, cocking his head to one side. With a PARK Chan-wook film, the finished product is much more attractive than the script. Scripts that come into his hands are full of elements that would never get high marks from the instructor of a screenwriting course in a college film studies department. PARK explains, “I don’t think that they’re saying that the director himself doesn’t know what the motivation of the characters is. I’m not intentionally tangling up the cause and effect.” Most of his films have a goal-oriented narrative structure. We enjoy watching the film while participating in the character’s desire to accomplish some goal. Without this desire, the plot does not move forward. In such cases, the director’s camera feeds the subject matter into the void of the story in the form of style, putting forth the excuse of introspection. This may be the desire of most directors, but PARK denies this, saying that he does not think his own films are like that. Of the world of his films, PARK says, “The characters in my movies have goals, but those goals aren’t realized properly. In that situation the characters are faced with a dilemma. The conclusion of my movie is the depiction of that dilemma.” It may be the reckless risk of some directors to create art in the modern Korean film industry by eliminating the boundaries of the narrative and handling the material ambiguously with regard to whether it is reality or fantasy, but PARK says that he is pursuing a different kind of tendency in his own work, simply showing humans faced with a dilemma. “I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK will also be a kind of happy ending,” PARK said ambiguously, but his approach to life is imbued in the words ‘a kind of.’ PARK’s films stand in the most technical territory among modern Korean films, but his film technique is not technique for technique’s sake. In a word, his style emerges from an approach that does not seek to define. This is a different image from other popular films that compress the audience’s desires into a goal-oriented plot. PARK’s definition of man and the world is still wearing many layers of filter.


    PARK, who continuously appeared nervous even while sharing a conversation like the one that day, looked at his watch and quickly got up, saying that he had to see two Sam Peckinpah films that were showing that afternoon. When it appeared that he might arrive a little after the starting time, PARK became anxious. Peckinpah’s second feature film, Ride the High Country, and his cursed masterpiece Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid were scheduled to be shown back to back. Once the screening of Ride the High Country had ended, PARK’s expression became more comfortable. It appeared that he had liked the depiction in the middle part of this film of the world of men living in the age of the West as almost a world of beasts. Next to PARK was the lead actress in Cyborg, LIM Soo-jung, with a hat pulled tightly over her head. They watched the immediately following Pat Garrett together. Pat Garrett, which out of Peckinpah’s films pushed his personal tastes the farthest, deals with the friendship and pursuit between Pat and Billy the Kid over the course of their lifetimes. In this movie, there is a deeply imbued dropout’s sentiment that rejects the 20th century, saying that the unseen violence of the civilized world that controls power and capital is more repulsive. Not many audience members came to the theater in Busan that day, but those who did were strongly impressed by Peckinpah’s film. Among them, the most enthusiastic audience members were PARK Chan-wook and LIM Soo-jung, and from start to finish they let out excited laughter and enjoyed the elegy of this dismal West.


    [image: Image]


    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK, 2006


    After a discussion with the audience that lasted for about two hours, I stepped out of the cinema to find a text message from PARK, who was drinking at a sashimi restaurant. PARK, who arrived late at the gathering where cinema officials were unwinding, said that before he came he had been sharing his strong feelings with LIM after seeing the Peckinpah movies. His excitement continued uninterrupted through the party. “It was simply a gift from God that I was able to see these two Peckinpah movies back to back on the same day. If I had been Peckinpah’s contemporary I could never have enjoyed this fortune. Watching a movie made in 1962 and a movie made in 1972, you can see right away Peckinpah’s maturation. All you can do is sigh.” That day, one of the most striking things PARK said was, “This kind of movie must be a great movie for the producers to edit. Any sequence you cut doesn’t really mess up the continuity. In a way, it’s a series of pointlessly drawn-out scenes, but he’s really saying something in these long, drawn-out scenes where nothing in particular seems to be happening.” PARK was talking about the ‘essence of an emotional film despite no obvious incident’ in this movie.


    That may be every director’s dream. Unfortunately, not everyone has that luxury with the expensive art form that is the movie. Even Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid was a movie made when Peckinpah’s career was at its height, and its commercial failure sent his career tumbling downhill. Looking beyond commercial success or failure, PARK sees the depth of Peckinpah the artist in his depiction of the character of Pat Garrett, played by James Coburn. Garrett betrays his one-time colleague Billy the Kid, and to survive he pins on a sheriff’s badge and sets off on a hunt for the outlaw. His nature is unchanged, but his new situation creates changes in his character. Just before killing Billy, Garrett commits acts that strike the lowest depths of humanity compared to what he had shown before. Acquaintances are stunned to see him performing sordid and even evil acts. PARK felt that the power of Peckinpah’s perspective was a way of showing ‘old age’: “We have often seen in films the traditional depiction of people growing in wisdom as they get older. The image that Peckinpah draws out of Pat Garrett as he grows older is that he has no choice but to compromise: that’s the essence of Peckinpah’s movie.”


    That day we talked more about Peckinpah’s films than we did about PARK’s new project, I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK. However, strangely enough, I had the feeling that we had really talked quite a lot about PARK’s own films. Of course, this is not to go so far as to say that Cyborg is similar to a Peckinpah film. I mean to say rather that it was wonderful to sit next to him and see that he was still watching a lot of movies, that his memories of great movies he had seen in the early stages of his movie career were in the present tense and not the past, and that he was actively upgrading them in layers within the power of his filmmaking. I don’t know where the world of PARK Chan-wook’s films will go, but at least they won’t be going backward. Personally, I have yet to see a person with as consistently devoted a love for film as PARK. He continues to carry a fierce passion for the movies he wants to see from every time and place, and at the same time he conceives his new works with a desire to make the kind of movies he wants to watch. That must be why so many people pay attention to his films.
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    On the Director


    



    After Old Boy was screened for competition at the 2004 Cannes Film Festival PARK Chan-wook boldly asserted to Western reporters, “The characteristic of my films is that they take a step past the boundaries of commercial film.” His movies seem to follow the stereotypical genre formula, but when one really looks under the surface, he can be seen doing a risky high-wire act, toying with the audience’s expectations. He essentially moves away from adapting to or resisting genre conventions, and shows the attitude that while taking advantage of the genre framework he will gladly take pleasure in disruptions and collisions that seek to forestall even the enthusiasm of a minority.


    If a comparison must be made, PARK’s style and predilections are reminiscent of the movies of the New Hollywood generation that enjoyed success in the 1970s. As with that generation, where directors made genre films, but instead of making them according to the standard criteria, renovated the traditions with a style inspired by European art films, and as with some of that generation’s directors, who infused a spirit of rebellion that insisted upon unhappy endings into the doctrine of compromise in a Hollywood trapped by the rule of happy endings, PARK is now setting an example for the Korean film industry within its weakened foundation of genre films. However, unlike New Hollywood directors like Martin Scorsese or Francis Ford Coppola, PARK has no tradition in his father’s generation to obey or disobey. He is a child of the generation of video fanatics, with a voracious appetite to absorb all traces of movie history worthy of respect, from Hollywood genre films to European art films to B movies, and make them his own. He is unable to claim affiliation with any lineage in film history, but he also possesses a sponge-like resilience that allows him to pass through any lineage, and though he may make films in a playful manner, they also come equipped with a spirit of rebellion capable of unsettling the group mentality of the age. (This is an attitude that can be found not only with PARK, but also with directors like BONG Joon-ho of Memories of Murder, KIM Jee-woon of A Tale of Two Sisters and OH Seung-wook of Kilimanjaro.)


    The commercial auteurs, including PARK, who appeared in the 2000s were from the generation of the student uprising in terms of political orientation, people who either participated in the movement or were sympathetic to it, and as well could be classified as having started out as video fanatics. Unlike directors from the previous generation they made films with artistic ambition founded upon the desire to make an impact in the topography of popular film. The tradition of new genre films cultivated by this group of directors, including PARK, took precisely the opposite road from that taken by veteran directors like IM Kwon-taek. The commercial auteurs, who have aspired to the mainstream in the 2000s, may draw upon genre conventions, but their self-consciousness in competing with them is different from that found in the West. First, they have no intention of adding self-reflective polish to the genre conventions. Based on their own intent, they inject their own distinctive style of excess into places where the relationship of cause and effect in the plot breaks down, and they set up their films from the peculiar point of occasionally and unconsciously refuting the foundations of genre convention as an excuse for communication with the spectator. This is not always successful, but regardless of commercial success or failure, it infuses a dynamic energy into the flow of modern Korean film. Occasionally these films even dare to engage the audience in a conversation indirectly by having a soliloquy come out of the blue at the point where the chain of causality breaks down.


    It can be supposed that this aspect, corresponding to what Robin Wood pointed to in the New Hollywood films of the 1970s as ‘partial non-homogeneity of the text,’ also appears in the films of PARK Chan-wook, who pursued a distinctive balance of artistry and commerciality up until the mid-2000s. PARK’s success was quite inspirational to a number of young directors from the generation of film fanatics. Through PARK’s movies, they saw the artistic provocation that shocked audiences by overturning traditional rules of the narrative with a distinctive formal character, even while refusing to conform to the pattern of designed film demanded by movie production companies. PARK’s artistic individuality, which falls into a non-homogeneity that ultimately breaks down the foundations of convention even as he employs genre conventions oriented toward a stable narrative, provides considerable pleasure and a corresponding confusion. It is also an artistic pleasure that coincides with the dynamic and chaotic situation of Korea in the 2000s. In other words, in a contradictory modern Korean society where political parties that were home to politicians charged with corruption enjoyed an overwhelming victory in the election under the slogan of ‘clean power,’ and where a government that claimed to advocate progressive beliefs showed incongruity between its expressed and true intent to such a degree that the new phrase ‘leftist neo-liberalism’ had to be coined, it may be interpreted as a perspective where the films might not necessarily seek out the source of meaning, but they would offer chaos itself as something to observe. PARK’s films could also be called a kind of artistic litmus test that ceaselessly places itself in a space of boundary and crisis in a Korean society of the 2000s showing chaotic but dynamic aspects and that stimulates the mind of the public. (The election of politician ROH Moo-hyun as president could be cited as a representative example from politics showing the dynamic nature of Korean society in the 2000s. He was just one among several small-fry ruling party candidates with a low level of support, but through the popular election he emerged as a powerful candidate, and in the process received a great deal of help from an Internet-based support community. After he was elected president, he faced a political crisis where he was censured by the vast ruling party, but in the popular vote for or against the impeachment he obtained overwhelming support and made a political comeback, setting the foundation for the establishment of a new ruling party, the Uri Party. But with his support since falling away, he has adopted a somewhat conservative stance in management of political affairs, and he has also recorded the lowest support rating in the history of the Korean presidency. In the process, he has been subject both to affirmation that he is a leader with a long-term goal of reforming the entire system of vested interests in Korea and to criticism that he is a progressive in appearance only.)


    During this time not only the Korean political environment but also the terrain of the film industry was undergoing drastic changes. There, starting in the mid-90s, an extreme changing of the guard was taking place in a way difficult to see in any other cultural arena. Directors who received attention in the 1980s like LEE Jang-ho and BAE Chang-ho fell away from the mainstream cinematic trends, and with the filmmaking activity of the previous generation all but discontinued completely, IM Kwon-taek was practically the only active director. While directors of the so-called ‘Korean New Wave’ generation like PARK Kwang-su and JANG Sun-woo focused on artistic motivations, in the whole of the Korean film industry a general trend of genre-friendly films called ‘design films’ was gradually emerging. During the 1970s and 1980s, under the military dictatorship, the movie industry suffered through a general low ebb, during which time it barely sustained itself with a small number of films made to publicize national policy, films made aiming for prizes at film festivals, and slapdash low-budget movies made to fill up the Korean cinema obligatory production compilation, a condition of licensing for film companies. The law allowing only a scant 25 film companies to make films was amended in 1985 so that anyone could make a movie, and as the importation of foreign films was liberalized, the Korean film industry in the 1990s was in the midst of a trend where the production companies of Chungmuro, traditionally a Mecca for movie production, collapsed and were reorganized around young planners. Unlike before, when film production companies made films with capital provided by regional distributors, in this new environment of movie production focusing on young producers who changed tactics to receive capital from large businesses, finance, theaters and mobile communications, the most important thing was the genre-friendly film often called ‘design film.’ In an industry structure split between investor and producer, the producers of films in the new generation, unlike the Chungmuro producers of the past, were conscious of the relationship between genre norms and stars, and set to systematically devising a design film transformed with a Korean sensibility.


    Chungmuro was paying attention to the directors of the ‘Korean New Wave’ generation, but the production environment became such that the possibility of a movie like PARK Kwang-su’s debut Chilsu and Mansu, with its politically incompetent protagonists, could be produced had diminished significantly. In this environment a group of storytellers who, while they acceded to industry demands, had no intention of abandoning their auteurist purpose, began to follow a distinctive path where, though they might draw upon genre conventions, they would seek to leave the author’s stamp upon it. The directors who emerged around this time worked in a different situation from that of Korean New Wave directors like JANG Sun-woo and PARK Kwang-su. To these directors, the most important issue was determining which genre standards would allow them to satisfy both producers and audiences at the same time.


    PARK’s films were perceived as an instance of achieving considerable artistic success in an environment where severe interference and sanctions were applied from a commercial angle. Debuting in 1991, PARK was only able to make one more movie in the entire decade of the 1990s, and both films flopped at the box office. Everyone predicted that it would not be easy for PARK to make a directorial comeback. It was such a dire situation that one producer who worked with PARK asserted, “I’ll eat my hat if a PARK Chan-wook movie succeeds commercially.” This was the result of a prejudice where it was believed that PARK’s cinematic tastes lacked mass appeal and were merely cult films that would only gain a positive response among a minority of fanatics. PARK’s critical comments only strengthened this prejudice. Working as a critic after his movies experienced commercial failure, he expressed his own aesthetic attitude of consistently searching for a different road between commercial films and auteurist films through commentary he contributed to various magazines. In particular, he repeatedly claimed to be an advocate of B-movies, but when he talked about the excellence of B-movies, he was directing his comments not toward the numerous serial packages produced to satisfy theater supply and demand in classic Hollywood, but to the films of directors like Robert Aldrich, who made low-budget, personal films independently outside of Hollywood following the weakening of the studio system in the 1950s. In PARK’s case, his revealing himself to be a child of a film world that incorporated Alfred Hitchcock, Ingmar Bergman and Robert Aldrich into its cinematic tastes makes it tempting to include him in the line of the compound-genre filmmakers of the postmodern generation, represented by Quentin Tarantino. But PARK does not reveal an obviously playful sensibility and attitude outside of the movies as Tarantino does. In the 2000s, he has accomplished a monumental milestone through JSA and the “Revenge Trilogy” of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, Old Boy and Sympathy for Lady Vengeance. Mr. Vengeance was a commercial disaster despite nearly unanimous raves from critics, but the unexpected success of Old Boy solidified his artistic authority in Korea. Based on this authority, PARK has directed film after film dealing with serious moral and ethical dilemmas with stimulating style and content.


    For modern Korean film directors, insistence on the director’s individuality is encountering a trend where it is more and more difficult to be individualistic without passing through the detour of genre. Generally speaking, genre film offers a system of expression that helps directors work and a frame of reference that securely limits creative complacency. However, the relationship between genre and director in modern Korean film also reveals a local specificity where it is not necessarily admitted into any region’s cinematic tradition. For example, that PARK Kwang-su’s The Uprising, JANG Sun-woo’s Resurrection of the Little Match Girl and JANG Joon-hwan’s Save the Green Planet could be made in the mainstream film industry in Korea is likely an exceptional instance that would be impossible in other countries. Unfortunately, with the commercial failure of these films, more adventurous filmmaking has diminished, but even the fact such attempts were at least possible for a time provides evidence of an aspect of the not-yet-extinct adventurous spirit of the Korean film industry. However, starting in the mid-2000s, the adventurous spirit of the industry has been dying away almost completely, and in this environment it may be possible to anticipate that successful commercial auteurs, with PARK Chan-wook at the center, will fulfill the role of a balancing weight in a rather conservative film industry climate.


    PARK is a person who can almost be seen as a symbol of the artistic authority of the new generation in Korean cinema starting in the late 1990s, when a process of structural collapse was taking place in every kind of film. Audiences responded positively to PARK’s films, but on the other hand fell into a nervous kind of imbalance and had to move back and forth between serious participation and comical distancing vis-à-vis the events unfolding on screen. This was the reaction of most Korean audiences who saw movies like BONG Joon-ho’s Memories of Murder and The Host and PARK’s Sympathy for Lady Vengeance. Given that PARK’s films aspire to appeal to the perspectives of individuals scarcely representative of the ideology of the general public, aiming at the mainstream but reflecting the conflicted attitudes held by minority groups, in some respects it is incredible that they succeed as popular entertainment. As PARK represents the cinema of a new generation with the ambitions of the commercial auteur, he leads the current of modern Korean film into a path of eclecticism and defiance of genre convention.


    As he does not seek to tie reality or historical events into causal relationships but sees instead great spectacles of catastrophe, one can find in the recent path taken in PARK’s works an artistic ambition that does not reject genre convention completely, but seeks to leave his own authorial stamp there. The success of PARK’s sixth film, Sympathy for Lady Vengeance was taken as indication that he had achieved the highest ideal of directors with personal artistic ambitions in recent generations. Lady Vengeance, in its odd way, asks audiences who came to see a brutal yet refreshing revenge film whether salvation through revenge is ultimately possible. He chaotically scatters enough elements of the revenge tragedy, which can only have a distinct causational character, to inspire in the audience a feeling of blasphemy.
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    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, 2005


    This film is the story of Geum-ja, who after being released from prison goes to find and take revenge on the teacher Mr. BAEK. Mr. BAEK framed Geum-ja for a crime of kidnapping and murder that he himself committed. As the film races toward its denouement, where Geum-ja implements her revenge, she learns something unexpected about the utterly evil man she has sought to punish–that there were a few more children that he had kidnapped and murdered. She postpones her revenge plan, summons the parents of the murdered children and has them carry out a vicarious revenge. After that, there is a kind of public trial of Mr. BAEK, and the situation passes awkwardly into confusion. Here, the film’s climax suddenly dashes the audience’s expectations, to such an extent that it could be called an anticlimax. In the process of revenge the situation is completely reversed. Following the depiction of a strange reversal where the victimizer (Mr. BAEK) becomes the victim and the victim becomes the victimizer, the children’s parents, who decide to kill Mr. BAEK, are shown as phantoms or monsters. With this anticlimax, where the obsession and passion for revenge that have run a straight course until this point dissipate into the air, the conclusion comes as the protagonist Geum-ja is forced to confront doubts about the whole process and execution of revenge that she had planned for 13 years.


    The climax of this movie is too contrived and comes as a slap in the face of the audience as it hesitates at the point where emotions should pour forth. The victims’ rage at absolute evil briefly draws out some empathy, in that these petit bourgeois types are actually no different from us, but there is a sense of distance created in the image of them in confusion as to how they can ultimately kill a man in the decisive situation. The victims are intentionally lit like monstrous killers in a horror film, and they appear as entities like ghosts who have just left reality. In Lady Vengeance, this misfortune of this age, that none of us can rush to condemn, absolve or forgive beings we regard as evil, is transferred to the screen. Even if we don’t necessarily read Mr. BAEK as a political metaphor, the film gives something like warm comfort to our indigestion as we live in this age and feel its nightmarish oppression.


    Afterwards, the enjoyment of pure cinema remains. For example, the ponderous feeling of one scene in which Geum-ja returns home carrying a homemade cake is something difficult to find in contemporary Korean film. After a hint just before this scene that something unfortunate may happen, the image of Geum-ja returning home gives off an oddly uneasy atmosphere. However, in the background of the screen snow is gathering in drifts. Decorated with intensely poetic scenes amid a design like that of a horror film, the film draws out emotions that are fearful, yet at the same time overflowing with sentiment. The younger man who is in love with Geum-ja follows her while lightly singing, as though humming. Behind Geum-ja, who is wearing red shoes that click on the ground, he sings the once-popular NAM Il-hae song “The Girl with Red Shoes.” The tone of this scene, cheerfully showing foreboding, is like a beautiful joke on the inexpressible life of Geum-ja, or the lives of people of this generation faced with fates similar to hers. She walks. Along the snowy road, with the sound of her shoes against the ground, she walks without looking back. In her hand she carries a cake she made herself. She will eat it with her daughter. The daughter is waiting for her in an alley, and soon the mother and daughter meet. And they eat the cake. This scene forms a precise couplet with the scene shown in the opening where Geum-ja, having just been released from prison, tosses away the tofu offered by the priest meeting her. She will eat her own cake and pledge her purification. As this happens, snow piles up in soft drifts in the background. Leaving thin echoes of something like hope.


    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance does not present all of its situations in an elaborate logic of cause and effect. If you look at it closely, it unfolds in a way that leaves much room for the audience to ask questions of themselves. From LEE Young-ae, who dominated dramas and commercials with the image of the goddess of happiness, this film elicits the sacred and the profane, the wise and the foolish, the tenacious and the cowardly. At the same time, it is composed of plot fragments that seem to answer a sort of “twenty questions about Geum-ja,” and slowly moves not into the confrontation of the revenge story but into the interior of this woman faced with her drama of revenge. While it does not go completely inside, it forces the audience to wonder what this woman’s inner workings are, and ultimately depicts a tragicomic denouement to the revenge tale where it is impossible either to laugh or cry. Only the exterior is about revenge; the story actually does not have a structure of confrontation. It is a story that proceeds as a sort of collage with various sections continuously arranged in episodes to show whether Geum-ja is kind, stupid, or wicked. For people who feel that plots should be constructed with everything contained in an orderly, consistent logic, Lady Vengeance breaks the chain of causality at every turn.
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    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, 2005


    What is inscribed at the point where causality is broken is the basic ethical meaning of revenge. Lady Vengeance proceeds further with the practice of modern cinema of breaking the clichéd rules of justice, rewarding good and punishing evil. The film asks the question, “No matter how horrible a man may be or how much he has committed deeds worthy of punishment, is revenge on him ultimately justified?” This seemingly very dangerous question actually has a complex underlying ethical attitude. If you view the poetics of revenge shown in this film from a religious perspective, this is a variation of the story where Jesus said, “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone.” However, if you look at it in a slightly more realistic vein, it makes you think that its subject matter both rejects and affirms modern Korean society. Instead of punishing the wicked, Lady Vengeance seems to ask what right we have to punish them, and transfers to the screen the misfortune of this age where none of us can rashly condemn, absolve or forgive those whom we regard as evil. In a modern Korean society where procedural democracy is generally complete, the dualism of absolute good and absolute evil has collapsed. Some voices of opposition may exist, but a clear angle of opposition as in the past cannot be attained. In the process, only disillusionment with reality, the feeling that the world is not changing the right way, is amplified. Lady Vengeance, in a subdued tone, recommends that audiences of this generation, who have fallen into an ethically vague and irresolvable sense of hopelessness, briefly turn their gazes to themselves. In the first scene, Geum-ja, upon her release from prison, thunders at the priest who recommends that she eat tofu, “Go screw yourself.” By the end of this vain revenge tragedy, she eats her homemade tofu cake with her daughter in the street, and seems perhaps to be vowing to save herself at least from that point. Drawing back her hatred toward the external, she plants her face in the cake.


    This film conceals a fiercely skeptical perspective as it slowly moves from a discussion of the relationship between humans to a discussion of human existence, and as it takes away the flavor of the revenge yarn, where a structure of confrontation is expected and takes hold of various aspects of the protagonist’s image including heroic action. It inquires into the complex essence of life affairs and of the ethics needed in today’s life where the state serves as a proxy to carry out personal vengeance. The intersection of intense rage, despair and hope offered like a joke in this story as it passes beyond the rule of causality is the essence of the strange world of films depicted by its director. In his previous film, Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, he visualized the irresolvable rage and despair in our society with a dualistic juxtaposition of capitalist and laborer. In Old Boy, he tells the story of the misfortune of two men caught in a cycle of destiny, and at the same time he makes a spectacle of the taboo topic of the destruction of a family through incest. He possesses an odd artistic ambition to survive in commercial film while shooting spectacles of ruination. In Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, which unlike Old Boy or Sympathy for Lady Vengeance was a failure at the box office, his destructive imagination reached its zenith. This film, dealing with the tragic subject of the kidnapping and murder of a child, depicts in detail the successive lapse into greater and greater misfortune of characters so different in situation that it may appear contrived. It is not important whether this is a story that would likely happen in reality or not. What is important is the black humor that pervades the destructive energy carried in large doses on the screen and the seemingly indifferent gaze of the camera.


    The image in the movie of BAE Doo-na comically muttering a revolutionary slogan in the street is amusing, but it is difficult to summarize in words the feelings of wretchedness, regret and horror that arise when she mutters to SONG Kang-ho as she dies, “Mister, if you hurt me you’ll die, too. Really…” True to her word, after her death members of her terrorist organization appear to SONG and loiter around snickering as they stab him in the chest. It is difficult to describe what you feel watching this odd, surrealistic scene, undercurrents of emotion where it is impossible to either laugh or cry. It is also difficult to express in words the feeling of having seen unbearably incompatible depths of life, when thinking of the empty expression on the face of the exhausted SHIN Ha-kyun as he finishes work, and leaves against a backdrop of factory noises, or his frighteningly expressionless face as he carries out retribution on the organization of organ smugglers. What is shown in Mr. Vengeance is a tragedy that is not easy to believe, but PARK regards the comical possibility that this kind of tragedy could happen in reality. As though waking up to find themselves in mire, all of the characters in this film have lost the ability to control their own destinies. Like hateful animals, they hurl themselves into fiercer and fiercer vengeance. Here, there is no explanation or analysis. There is no conflict between the haves and the have-nots. They have all been cast out of their territory. The real enemy for these people who cannot find a place of refuge is the world. But they cannot wield a knife against the world. As SONG Kang-ho kills SHIN Ha-kyun in the movie, he says, “You know how I feel, don’t you?” Like prisoners of a tragic destiny, they know that revenge is no real solution, but among themselves they kill, die and are destroyed. After their destruction the world is unaware. The world seldom changes, and humans will continue to be destroyed. The hopelessness in Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, which deliberately feigns innocence and suggests that the best attitude is simply to watch and endure, has shifted to a theme of salvation in an absurd world with a somewhat softened humor through the violent emotions of Old Boy and onward to Sympathy for Lady Vengeance.
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    Old Boy, 2003


    The core of PARK’s imagination, which is a gaze that captures the absurdity of reality, manifests itself as the removal of causality in his plots, and this is a strand of solidarity faintly revealed among contemporary storytellers with artistic ambitions. In this regard, Old Boy may appear to be exceptional, as from beginning to end the plot and style proceed in a clear chain of cause and effect. But this movie also concludes with the dissolution of goals, an ending that completely denies the logic established in the plot. It is this unconscious resistance to teleological narrative that is a desire found commonly among a number of directors who seek to carve an artistically meaningful signature in present-day Korean cinema, and it may be said that the director who best represents the ability to command artistic strategies effectively is PARK Chan-wook. He defines his films as ones that “follow characters with clear goals, but show their confusion and dilemmas as they face an unexpected situation once they’ve reached their goals.”


    Trio

    



    This may be said to be the goal of the narrative structure and style that PARK has consistently pursued since his debut. Unfortunately, when his first film was released in 1991, PARK was not sufficiently prepared internally and externally to achieve his artistic goals. His debut, The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of, was a disaster both critically and commercially. This film featured rock ballad singer and teen idol LEE Seung-chul, but its production conditions were too poor to handle with a young director’s immaturity, and the finished work had an uneven quality. (Only a small audience saw it, and it was so thoroughly ignored that it is difficult to find on video even now.) Having succeeded in debuting as a director at a young age, PARK persevered to direct Trio, but its reaction too was underwhelming. Though as a critic who wrote well he had accomplished exceptional work in spreading the word to movie fans about many interesting movies, as a sort of B-movie missionary, his second movie as a director was still not oriented to general audiences, and questions continued about whether he was straining with foreign styles of form like cult and B-movies and should instead try to make them more Korean. Before entering the mainstream film industry with Joint Security Area, PARK, as a director, had his own theories on the interesting qualities of certain movies. That is, at a movie’s conclusion there is an unhappy-happy ending, a happy-happy ending and a conclusion that is neither happy nor unhappy. Trio, PARK’s second film, contains all three kinds. Toying with troublesome, controversial topics forbidden in general popular films, such as incest, child neglect and the killing of parents, he aims at the opposite conclusion from most popular films, which dream of restoring families. In Trio, which deals with two men and a woman who form a trio to go around committing robberies, it seems at first glance that it will be a road movie with a strongly socially satirical character, but it passes to borderline areas where it is unclear to which genre it should be bound. When you first see it, it is an atypical movie with no theme and no fixed story.


    The plot of Trio revolves around AHN, who is barely making a living playing saxophone at a third-rate nightclub. Unable to bear this life, he leaves his saxophone with a pawn shop and borrows some money. When he comes home, he finds his wife having an affair with another man, after putting her daughter to sleep with sleeping pill, and in a fit of rage sets the house on fire. After leaving his child with his mother-in-law, he attempts suicide in a hotel room when he is paged by MOON, a violent thief, a younger friend with an IQ no higher than 80. They meet at a coffee shop, and MOON tries to entice him, saying that the brave MOON and AHN with his IQ of 150 would make a fantastic pair, but when AHN demurs, MOON starts firing a gun wildly in the coffee shop and suddenly turns AHN into his accomplice. Maria, a coffee shop employee and former nun, joins forces with them, and the three create a band of thieves unique in Korea in being armed with a gun, and start carrying out wild robberies.


    Most popular films have dealt with the family by dreaming of its restoration, but Trio proclaims the opposite. PARK’s directorial tendencies appear in his jokes about religion as well. He says that he wanted to say, “People try to depend on family or religion to solve problems, but the only one who can really solve your problems is yourself.” The inclusion of such serious statements, despite the comic appearance, goes against the schema of popular movies. In the seats of the theater where Trio was shown, you could see audiences laughing loudly even while confused about whether to laugh or cry. In this movie, hidden devices disturb the viewer’s reading of the time and demand fascination. Yet a prankish formal humor prevents the viewer from being seduced by the movie. At the time, PARK said, “It’s not in my nature to do fluff films, art films, social dramas with strong political statements, or realist movies, so I make movies my own way.” Going further, he did not hesitate to make movies flawed in that they were unconcerned with consistency, unity and polish, and said that he wanted to make movies whose attraction was their flaws. It comes across as a film where PARK’s ambition to approach the audience was simple and humorous, but also surreal. The movie succeeded in creating a distinctive movie, but one with too much attention underlying every scene with devices to twist conventional story development, concentrating on parts but failing to create an overall rhythm. In terms of details, you can find many interesting ideas, but in the conclusion of the movie, which casually depicts society’s rejects from a perspective that says that only the individual can take responsibility for his or her life, sentimental, socially satirical and anarchical emotions are mixed in a peculiar form.


    If there is one common denominator linking the characters in Trio, it is family. With his wife’s adultery, AHN has failed to create a normal life. MOON is an orphan. Maria has even more terrible wounds: she was raped by her father and even had his baby. Maria, who at one time was a nun as well, obtains AHN and MOON’s help in finding her lost child. Their journey of robberies soon becomes a process of creating a kind of substitute family among people who were unable to succeed in making their own families. But the three do not succeed. MOON is forsaken by AHN, whom he followed as an older brother figure, and joins Maria in taking hostages at a warehouse. AHN kills his wife and once again attempts suicide, but he hesitates because of his daughter. Maria cannot find her lost child, and she cannot be joined with MOON, with whom she has fallen in love. MOON continues the hostage drama and ends up leaving on a helicopter. This is the movie’s cold message: In an individual’s life, there is no other choice but to know one’s self and take responsibility.


    But no matter how much PARK twisted the concept of family in places and pointed to the image of dissolved human relationships and asked, “Isn’t that reality?” it was a little too disorganized to take in comfortably. This is because Trio is not a discriminating art film, but it tantalizes with very personal marks of expression that are the director’s own. When showing AHN, with his discriminating personality, he proceeds with shouts of long rhythm, but then, when the manic MOON appears, he switches to a boldly elliptical style. In a way, it is also like a buddy movie where two characters combine forces, but it isn’t that either, as can be seen from the last scene where each character arrives at their own separate conclusion. Gags that disrupt the drama’s linear flow also appear. As well as this, the humor is too esoteric to see it as a comedy film with two popular actors playing AHN and MOON, LEE Kyung-young and KIM Min-jong. It is the kind of humor where the hero answers “a little” to the question, “Do you believe in God?” This is because in PARK’s eyes faith is all or nothing, so this kind of dialogue is an absurd joke. Trio’s wondrous style, liberally scattered with heterogeneous elements, drew an uncertain response from audiences and critics, and PARK once again had to endure a rather long period of stagnation to survive.
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    The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of, 1992


    Joint Security Area

    



    Even after making The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of and Trio, PARK was treated simply as a renowned movie fanatic and a director with strong tastes favoring cult movies. He was a negative example demonstrating that directors who know a lot about movies are not always good at making movies. In his magazine criticism, he showed a talent for intellectual and meticulous criticism in reading other directors’ films, but he gave the impression to important figures in the film industry that he was too delicate and intellectual a director to adjust to the warlike pandemonium of film production. The Korean film industry’s market was not big enough to accept the B-movie tastes that he favored. JSA wiped away existing prejudices about PARK. It stunned many people, none of whom anticipated that with this movie he would set box office records for Korean film at the time. Not only does PARK take on the subject of the division of North and South Korea, but interestingly enough he deals with the subject matter in the rhythm of a popular film. The movie deals with a shooting incident at the Joint Security Area in Panmunjeom, and it unfolds with a rather complicated composition going back and forth from mystery to comedy to tragedy.


    JSA begins with Major Sophie, an officer of a neutral country and a Korean, arriving at Panmunjeom to investigate a shooting in the Korean army that happened at a checkpoint on the northern side of Panmunjeom’s Bridge of No Return. Sergeant LEE Su-hyeok, who was a guard for the Korean military, passed over the Military Demarcation Line, killed two soldiers at the Northern checkpoint and wounded another seriously, but the testimony of the surviving Northern and Southern soldiers differs. The movie, which had followed South Korean LEE Su-hyeok and North Korean survivor Sgt. OH Kyung-pil’s narrative to the screen, changes its atmosphere at about this point. From the past, it follows the internal truth not determined through Major Sophie’s interrogation, namely the situation between the South Korean and North Korean soldiers before the shocking incident occurred. Sgt. LEE had gone on reconnaissance and stepped on a mine, falling back, when he was unexpectedly rescued by the North’s Sgt. OH and JEONG Woo-jin, and among these men a human friendship emerges. At that point, the movie plays an unexpected card: The movie’s feeling suddenly switches to comedy.
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    Joint Security Area, 2000


    At first hesitant, Sgt. LEE begins to cross the Military Demarcation Line, the line that must not be crossed. He bundles up a letter with a rock and tosses it to Sgt. OH at the Northern checkpoint, gets a response, and ultimately, with an ambitious gaze that nobody had seen before, Sgt. LEE crosses to the Northern checkpoint and giggles as he comes to hang out with the two soldiers standing guard on that side, Sgt. OH and JEONG. The highlight of this section is SONG Kang-ho’s performance as Sgt. OH. The humorous actions and words of this man, who hides a silly and warm human interior behind his tough appearance, pleasantly overturns the official image of the Northern soldier (introduced to South Koreans through mass media and education from a young age) as a rigid and soulless being. JSA becomes a comedy in the middle part precisely because of the pleasure of taboo violation, of briskly crossing the barrier of existing taboos of ideas. To the young North and South Koreans sharing their feelings in this movie, there is no meaning to an artificially drawn line, the division splitting North and South. For this reason, it is humorous. Then, just when the audience relaxes and begins to realize that the division creating a wall and a prison of the heart for so long is comical, the film once again shocks the audience. The division may be funny, but it is also a line of terrible oppression that has strangled a people for more than a half a century. As it comes to light that the line was crossed, the film races toward an inevitable tragedy.


    JSA shows a very clever narrative that depicts a topic long taboo in South Korea in a manner suited to popular tastes. With the repetition of dialogue several times, there is a subtle cumulative effect, and with cinematic technique the film penetrates into the tragicomic effect of the ‘Line.’ For example, there is a scene early on where the hat of an American tourist blows away in the wind at the place where the Northern and South soldiers are standing face-to-face with a line between them. The second he crosses the line to pick the hat up it is a violation of the National Security Law (which has often been abused for suppression of ideas in South Korea). If he thanks the Northern soldier who picks the hat up, it is a crime of aiding and abetting the enemy (according to the National Security Law). The movie, under the solid weight of existing ideas where it is not possible either to laugh or cry, elicits sometimes laughter, sometimes bitter smiles, through various devices that emphasize lines. When the main character, Sgt. LEE, crosses over to hang out at the Northern checkpoint, the camera turns in endless circular movements. This camera movement uses unbroken and connected movement rather than contrasting vertical and horizontal lines, and gives the pleasure of overcoming, if only through the imagination, the bonds of division that oppress us within our hearts. At this point, when the circular movement stops, it is because the film is shifting toward a tragic denouement that will plunge the characters into misfortune.


    The pleasure of taboo violation within cinematic reality shown in JSA circulates within fixed limits. According to the logic of the plot of JSA, Sgt. LEE must die. He is the sacrifice ultimately chosen within the mystery structure, the instigator who initiates the story and the excuse for its conclusion. He must die for the catharsis of the audience, who can only assume a vague political stance, like Major Sophie, who holds the key to solving the mystery within the film. Sophie is the principal observer leading to the resolution of the story, but hovers around the outside of the story in the comical scenes objectively recalled from a third party’s perspective. The perspective of this woman, who is an investigator sent by a neutral country and whose father was Korean, is also the political perspective of the film, which cleverly maintains the middle ground. She observes the situation, unable to empathize completely with either side, and in the last scene unwittingly plays a role in leading Sgt. LEE to commit suicide, but her shock is conveyed to the audience in an unexpectedly weak manner. The vague perspective of Sophie ultimately aims the film at the rhythm of a popular film that seeks to gain a technical victory through a hit-and-run style of ‘out-boxing’. JSA is unable to take anyone’s side. Major Sophie, its neutral observer, can only stand and watch the suicide of Sgt. LEE, who brought about the misfortune by stepping over the forbidden line at Panmunjeom.


    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance

    



    PARK’s fourth movie, Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance was a film that took people by surprise once again in many ways. Through this movie, he finally arrived at creating his own cinematic world. The film roils with subtle audiovisual pleasures. With elaborate linkage of the wordless gazes and actions of the characters and unusual emotions injected at the margins of the screen, this movie affords the joy of seeing the tastes of ‘PARK Chan-wook the film lover’ meet with the talent of ‘PARK Chan-wook the director.’ Accomplishments in image and sound, often forgotten in mainstream film since the era of silent films, resonate in a surprisingly agreeable tone. In a movie with an outwardly placid rhythm, the gradual accumulation of explosive internal power was not only something rare in modern Korean film, but also indicative of a new direction in Korean film which PARK took before anyone else would.


    Compared to his previous work, JSA, which was obliged to take on overwhelming questions about the lives of Koreans within the theme of contemporary tragedy, a divided Korea, the subject matter of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance takes place on a much smaller scale. Like a joke, he tosses out the theme that there are no good or bad people, only unlucky ones. In his laconic narrative, he links the cycles of unfortunate fates into a cycle of psychologically and physically cruel violence. Mr. Vengeance scoffs at the clear structure of confrontation between good and evil, presenting a great joke of an indefinable world where fragments of absurd existence are gathered together. These unfortunate individuals call to mind the saying, “The unlucky man breaks his nose falling backwards.” While their story contains simple content, the emotional wavelengths are not simple. The film has an engrossing power that makes you laugh even as you grimace and makes you feel the subtle underlying sadness. It delves into the question of how easily the absurd framework of life can disregard the will of man.


    The deaf Ryu wants to help his sister, who is sick with kidney disease. Having the kind desire to want to cure his sister’s disease despite his own disabilities, he would seem like the praiseworthy hero of an anecdote, but the movie puts him through the ordeal of an unfortunate fate. Tempted by an organization of organ smugglers, he loses the opportunity to provide for his sister’s surgery. At the suggestion of his revolutionary girlfriend Young-mi (BAE Doo-na), he kidnaps the daughter of Dong-jin (SONG Kang-ho), the boss of the factory he has been fired from, but the original plan to receive the necessary money and give back the daughter soon goes awry. While Ryu is taking revenge on the organ smugglers who ruined his life, Dong-jin takes revenge on Ryu and Young-mi for taking his daughter away. Through this skewed cycle of revenge, the movie slips into a strange world where tragedy and humor coexist. Shown characters faced with rage and a sense of failure because life did not go the way they planned, the audience has oddly mixed feelings. Their fate is unfortunate, but their acts are wicked. The audience feels both closeness to and distance from them at the same time.


    The warm sentimentality of the first scene, where Ryu’s letter to the radio about how he wants to cure his sister’s disease is broadcast, quickly dissolves from the first scene of him laboring at the factory. Underlying this scene is the violent tension of a world that might explode at any minute. The tension, which is expressed incorporating the situation of the deaf Ryu, goes back and forth between the external noise of the factory and the internal silence of Ryu, and slowly the factory noise and the nervous heartbeat of the audience are brought into unison. At the end of the scene, when Ryu leaves the dim factory into the bright day outside, his despairing expression contrasts with the clear feeling of sunlight, and it suddenly takes on a depressing character, as though the world has stopped. The world is indifferent when faced by an individual oppressed by an unfortunate fate. Ryu cannot escape from the double misfortune of poverty and his sister’s illness. He tries to break through the misfortune with his good intentions, but this early scene, with its quiet atmosphere, already foresees that those good intentions can easily flare into violence. It is irrational to try to summarize the landscape of this outwardly serene but inwardly conflicted world. In another scene in the movie, the images of the sister suffering with the pain of her disease, the young men in the next room enthusiastically masturbating to her groans, and the face of the oblivious Ryu eating noodles in the corner also indicate absurdity. Most of the scenes in Mr. Vengeance bring incompatible emotions together in one scene, as though telling the audience to look into the face of a world that cannot be embraced with one emotion.


    The style of this movie uses a very simple subject matter and story to elicit complex emotions. If this style holds sway over various emotions on one screen with all embellishment removed, the presence of the actors makes this physically possible. As Ryu, SHIN Ha-kyun uses his vacant expression to naturally etch his resignation over a bitter fate that he cannot control and his hostility toward the outside world that has aggravated his misfortune. His presence on the screen as someone whom the audience can neither easily identify with nor feel hostile toward appears to achieve the impossible task of equaling the real image of a man with ambivalent emotions. As Dong-jin, SONG Kang-ho as well demonstrates amazing focus, etching into his expression both the aggressor’s animalistic thirst for blood and the victim’s powerless smile, and accurately depicts the devastated image of a middle-aged man going from irritation to rage to damnation having experienced unexpected misfortune. Next to them, only BAE Doo-na as Young-mi shows a ray of light. With her portrayal as an idealist revolutionary who shouts insincerely for the dissolution of Korea’s conglomerates on the street, the image of her clearly grumbling, “If you kill me, I will be avenged,” suits the subtle sense of humor of this movie, which observes misfortune at a distance.
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    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, 2002


    Mr. Vengeance laughs on the other side of this outwardly cruel world and carries an irreverent attitude that asks whether the order of the world that brings such misfortune upon people is just a big joke. At the end, there is a perverse conclusion that pushes the film’s black comedy sensibility to the extreme. No one can watch this movie and laugh easily, because the film is too funny to be reality and too cruel to be a joke. Harboring secret ambitions toward making a pure film and directed at a life interspersed with absurdity and irony, PARK placed a density of images on the screen, colliding through the simplest compositional antitheses of transposition and opposition, which was something that had never been reached before in Korean film. PARK Chan-wook is resisting the landscape of the screen world he is summarizing. Strengthened by the actors’ serene portrayals and the minimalist directing style, outwardly dull but inwardly churning, the film has a particular rhythm that indicates the most complicated interior within the simplest exterior. Deliberately playing innocent and suggesting that the best approach is simply to watch and endure it, Mr. Vengeance is a hard-boiled masterwork, silent and yet carrying within that silence great sadness and false smiles.


    Old Boy

    



    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance received an enthusiastic response from Korean reviewers and fellow directors, but audiences were hostile. But the streak of fortune that Old Boy continued was something that nobody had expected. The film erased doubts and succeeded at the box office, and just as it was about to be forgotten it was invited to compete at Cannes, attracting attention once again. Not only was PARK’s prediction that he would never go to Cannes off the mark, he was awarded the Grand Jury Prize. The success of Old Boy, which made its director the Golden Boy of the year, was inspirational to many. Just before it premiered, people who had laughed about his adventurous spirit, saying he had not recovered his senses after the failure of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, were shocked. They saw in living color PARK’s individuality showing an explosive force capable of achieving all kinds of money and honor, delicately twisting the premises of a genre film when it chose to follow them. Even without necessarily sharing the traditional Korean aesthetic, it had a modern appeal that could connect with the audiences of the time.


    Old Boy deals with the main character’s obsession with revenging himself on the man who held him captive for 15 years, and is the story of a man failing at revenge. OH Dae-su (CHOI Min-sik) is caught in the plan of LEE Woo-jin (YOO Ji-tae), mortgages his and his daughter’s lives, and is driven to the brink of destruction. It seems as though he has been born again through his long imprisonment, from a common, everyday man into a solitary hero. But according to LEE’s words in the movie, he is trapped by his enemy “by asking the wrong question.” Rather than ask why he was held captive for 15 years, he should ask why he has been released now, 15 years later. By not asking this question, he is caught in LEE’s design. The destruction of the family that comes at the end of this sense of uncontrollable force is the common destiny of OH and LEE, and by playing up the style of his stars CHOI and YOO, rather than focusing on the spectacle of destruction, PARK gives the audience a paradoxical pleasure. As it observes the loneliness and hatred of a middle-aged man thrown away in the big city, direction that draws out the past situations implicated in the revenge plot like skeins of thread, particularly the elaborate flashback structure going back and forth between the past and present featured in the climax, shows off a sleek exterior that one might find in a Brian De Palma film.


    In Old Boy, PARK films a spectacle of destruction that does not give a second’s rest. Old Boy, which as mentioned before deals with the hero’s obsession with revenge on the man who held him captive for 15 years, is really not a revenge film. It is not a story of revenge, but the story of a man who fails at revenge. OH Dae-su is caught in LEE Woo-jin’s scheme, mortgages his and his daughter’s lives and is driven into a situation of crisis. The destruction of the family that comes at the end of this sense of uncontrollable force is OH’s destiny, and at the moment he confirms this LEE also chooses the path of self-annihilation. While the director is calling attention to the monstrous destiny of two men hidden within the big city, and at the same time feigning ignorance, saying, “Isn’t this also a happy ending?”, in any event the audience receives an exhausting experience at the indistinct boundary of happiness and unhappiness. A doubling effect in the screen composition is effectively presented to overlap the two men’s ruined lives, and elaborate jump cuts go back and forth between the past and present. These have the effect of making the audience identify with the stars, and are proof of a directorial skill that can convey the feeling of self-destruction to the audience.
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    Old Boy, 2003


    The gaze and movement of the camera in showing the main conflict between the two men in this movie emphasizes that this is the story of ‘old boys’ and not an ‘old boy.’ Like the myth of Oedipus solving the riddle of the Sphinx, these two men, OH Dae-su and LEE Woo-jin, ultimately are destined for similar fates. As it shows their shocking lives, the film is always one step ahead of the audience. The consistently effective jump cuts do not allow the audience even for a moment to guess what will happen until the secret of the two men’s destiny is revealed. Instead of the stunned audience observing a theatrical story in a compressed form bound by jump cuts, they are flustered to find themselves persuaded by the wicked and destructive ethics hidden in the film through an incremental rhyming structure that echoes similar situations to those in OH’s narration. In the famous words that appear often in the film and are emphasized at the end by the hypnotist, “Even though he may be no better than a beast, doesn’t a man have the right to live like a human being?” These words make this terrible story seem pleasant and indicate advice to the audience given somewhat disingenuously by PARK Chan-wook. The ordinary man OH Dae-su, with his attitude of keeping things generally under control and moving on with life even today, represents something that can be seen in any audience member, but when he has been brought into a very dramatic, mythical narrative structure, he becomes both an avenger caught in the irony of fate and a victim.


    Up until then the camera adopts an attitude where it seems to come at the characters without resting. For example, in the scene where OH meets Mi-do for the first time in a sashimi restaurant after being released from captivity, the camera gives a feeling of loitering around them. Searching for something, it comes closer, then slowly moves backwards as if it had been caught eavesdropping. This is not some rhetorical device employed as a matter of ceremony to enhance the feeling of tempo. We learn it only later, but PARK systematically gives the audience a taste of psychological false alarms. The camera approaches the characters, but really it is impossible to know the truth surrounding them. This method is a way of overlaying matching parts of OH’s psychology and the audience’s misunderstanding, and it is also the reason that OH and the audience lose utterly at LEE Woo-jin’s game.


    This attitude of the camera may give a psychologically claustrophobic feeling to the audience, but in exchange this organic sense of the camera, which can penetrate any person or any situation, injects a sleek gleam into the movie. In an early scene where OH and Mi-do talk about ants, after the utterance of the unverifiable folk wisdom that ants always travel in groups and the lonely person sees ants, surprisingly enough the screen next shows an ant inside the subway. Then, it switches to the ant’s perspective and shows the inside of the subway. This pulls the audience into a surrealistic fantasy, and there, among the film’s various attempts to create identification with the characters, the audience even has the peculiar experience of being guided through the situation from the perspective of an ant. Seen from the perspective of the ant, Mi-do, sitting in her seat on the subway, observes the scene exhausted from her loneliness, her face a mess of tears. When the scene switches from Mi-do on the subway in the fantasy to Mi-do once again in her room, the audience has a feeling of riding on the back of the camera as it seems to swim. In the feeling, or the illusion, that it is freely swinging through the psychological maze of the individual, the camera in Old Boy, while it pretends to contain the universe of the individual, actually displays their emotions while constantly hiding the truth of the connection of their relationships.


    In this vein, the camera refuses to sit still even when OH and LEE are talking. PARK films conversations in an interesting way. He combines the use of close-ups and movement of the camera, and even as he conveys the energy and hostility flowing between the two men, he directs in a way that gives emotion to both men. The camera does not shy away from extreme close-ups as it approaches them, and harbors a tactile beauty in an attitude that seems to try to appease and at the same time sustain the energy flowing inside them. The other hero of Old Boy is the camera. In the deeply entangled plot, which incorporates the existence of the camera, the characters are digging a blast furnace of emotion.


    Just before the climax, OH uncovers a buried memory that dates back to his high school days. Here he is not a listener hearing the truth about the past from another, but a witness seeing the past with his own eyes. Talking with the owner of a beauty salon, a former high school classmate, OH repeatedly looks at her knees, and all of the clues are unraveled in this gaze that conceals voyeurism, a fascination with objects and the body. Here, an interesting means of connecting scenes appears. Through the knees and the sound of a bell attached to the entrance of the beauty salon, objects change into memories and the scene switches to the past. This scene from the past shows LEE’s sister Soo-ah meeting with OH, and then the present-day OH appears watching the scene. Through the energy of surprise and absorption generated by editing that intersects the present Dae-su and the past Dae-su while viewing the past, the film itself lays a net of surreal fascination. Placing the past and present together in one frame and exciting the audience’s voyeuristic desire to spy, the camera constantly indulges in the position of peeping Tom. In the sometimes boldly, sometimes shyly positioned camera’s gaze, we can see the scene of LEE Woo-jin and Soo-ah engaged in forbidden lovemaking. Soo-ah takes out a mirror and places it in front of Woo-jin as he strokes her body. This is the love of a brother and sister having fallen into narcissism. Woo-jin takes Soo-ah’s picture and she looks in the mirror as it reflects herself and Woo-jin. Here the briefly forgotten presence of the camera is revealed through the image of OH Dae-su reflected in the mirror, watching the incestuous lovemaking through a broken window. This scene has a more violent impression than any other scene, with the intrusion of a stranger at the height of self-love.


    Ultimately, OH has brought the tragedy upon himself with the base act of spying (in truth the audience, too, cannot be free from this charge). At this point, the film changes direction and makes a surprising choice. From here on, close-ups of the face of CHOI as OH are edited in at regular intervals. Rather than focusing on a rhythm of relaxation and tension, PARK immerses himself more and more in the use of extreme close-ups that seem to come pouring down on the screen. In the climax of Old Boy, close-ups of the face of CHOI as OH are edited in at regular intervals. In this film, which could be called a spectacle of faces, the close-ups of CHOI are the source of a decisive fascination. Like the words that come pouring out of OH Dae-su, PARK arranges many close-ups on the screen. Not many actors can overcome the tension of close-ups, but the waves of various emotions that arise in the various wrinkles in CHOI’s face withstand that tension.


    Through this feast of close-ups, the curtain comes down on OH Dae-su’s imitation of a hero. OH says to LEE, “It was cowardly to erase my memory and tell me to find it. Now die.” In this scene, which is like a passage from a martial arts film, the camera approaches OH Dae-su with an extreme zoom-in, as in the old martial arts films of Chang Cheh. This zoom-in close-up, which achieves a very theatrical effect of exaggeration, is used ironically. After the close-up, it is revealed that OH is not a hero. As had been suggested many times in the film, he is a man who has become a monster due to another man’s will. He is a supporting player on the stage, and the director is LEE Woo-jin. LEE denounces OH like the exultant director of a play. During this speech, which is connected by the paradoxical argument that it was OH’s tongue that got LEE’s sister pregnant, the camera cuts between the reactions of the two men and builds up the amplitude of emotion. It gives a real sense of how the outward appearance and real essence of things can disagree, and the intensely depicted image of man in this climax makes the audience see how we can crumble in an instant from our internal wounds. For this subject matter, a frequent theme of Hitchcock films as well, rather than making us observe, PARK brings about a thunderous identification of the audience with the character and ultimately provides a shock. Before we realize it the screen changes to a double close-up of OH Dae-su and LEE Woo-jin, and the two men’s faces are displayed on the screen. In the camera’s pan Dae-su and Woo-jin’s faces are shown in rapid succession, and this connection of energy through the camera movement reveals that the two men essentially share the same destiny. Both are suffering from the sin of incest. Regardless of whether there is a distinction based on whether, in LEE Woo-jin’s words, it was done knowingly or unknowingly, the pain of this common destiny does not change.
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    Old Boy, 2003


    LEE says to OH, “Don’t you realize that if you keep asking the wrong questions, you’ll never get the right answer?” LEE intends to make OH experience the same kind of suffering that he himself endured, and the key to this secret lies in Mi-do. The shouts of Mi-do interspersed throughout the climactic scene create an association of ideas and gain a torrential force. As though opening Pandora’s box, OH Dae-su discovers a terrible, unbearable secret: Mi-do, whom OH has taken as his lover, is his own daughter. LEE delights as OH moans in agony with this knowledge. As images of Mi-do trapped in OH’s cell wearing angel wings are inserted, the raging energy underlying this scene assumes a subtle sadness and irony. And now OH Dae-su acknowledges that he cannot win. Here CHOI Min-sik gives the performance of a man locked in grief and pouring everything out, while YOO Ji-tae performs a tightly controlled rage and feeling of resignation. The energy in this scene, where OH is filmed with a hand-held camera as he crawls like a dog and begs, once again carries an explosive effect of close-ups, and as the present and past are connected again, YOO’s expression and the look in CHOI’s eyes collide. In a short flashback, the high-school age Soo-ah, just before killing herself, grabs Woo-jin’s camera, takes a picture, and says, “You must remember me.” This thing intended for memory may be life. And it is also painful.


    In the final scene of the movie, the hypnotist repeats OH’s words: “Even though a man may be no better than a beast, does he not have the right to live? If you do not know the secret, your name is OH Dae-su. If you keep the secret, your name is Monster.” This dialogue shows that it is possible to view this film without ethical judgment. This section connects with classical mythology, but it also differs from it. PARK Chan-wook is a director who wishes to shoot a spectacle of destruction. He secretly wants to spit in the face of our seemingly stable daily lives. He depicts this dark impulse through the organic sense of the camera and the actors’ violent emotions. Old Boy is a film that could be called oratorical in style, and in its final scene, the camera, as though comforting the remains of these tired lives, weaves this tactile figure that seems to erase everything seen before it. It is this gesture of the camera that may be another expressive subject finally speaking to the audience from the cracks in the story.


    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance

    



    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, the final segment of the “Revenge Trilogy” following Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance and Old Boy, debuted amid clamorous attention and was a financial success. Immediately after Old Boy was awarded the Grand Jury Prize at Cannes and PARK returned to Korea, he revealed that for his next work he was planning a conclusion to the trilogy with a female lead played by LEE Young-ae. This plan was realized, and the public wondered what would be the effect of joining that time’s television star and commercial queen with a provocative art film director. Interestingly enough, Lady Vengeance asks the audiences who have come to see a refreshing revenge drama, in a strange way, whether it is ultimately possible to achieve salvation through revenge. As the film races to its conclusion and Geum-ja implements her revenge plan, she discovers a surprising fact about the absolutely evil man she intends to punish, the teacher Mr. BAEK. Her plans for revenge are delayed and other people come to play a role in the revenge. At that point, a kind of public trial is held for Mr. BAEK, and the confused situation moves ahead awkwardly. These events do not proceed with a very elaborate plot as in Old Boy, but are presented in a riddle-like structure that forces the viewer to reason deeply about the interior of its protagonist Geum-ja.


    As an audience member, I was confused about what to feel after seeing Lady Vengeance. I thought to myself, “What in the world is this?” PARK makes movies that cannot be bound to any particular category. PARK’s movies are the product of absorbing various influences like a giant sponge, and there is a temptation to want to determine how this unusual film’s artistic roots are entangled. He makes films with an anti-establishment attitude, with a polished aesthetic sense, the oblique gaze of a B-movie and non-traditional form. In his films, where the polished and crude collide, many things proceed in unfamiliar ways. The subject of this movie is the revenge tale of Geum-ja after she is released from prison, but it is not a structure that races to its conclusion with one rhythm. The story does not move forward in a straight line, and each episode spins in crooked circles. If we were to associate a temperature with the emotions felt in this final film of the “Revenge Trilogy,” it would be like lukewarm water. If Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance gives the chill sensation of a head immersed in cold water and Old Boy gives the tingle of boiling water, Lady Vengeance is set at a temperature where you can comfortably dip your feet in and relax. The film does not provide any detailed explanation of why Geum-ja decides to get revenge after getting out of prison. Instead, as it shows how complicated the interior and how strongly tempered the mind is of this woman called “kind Geum-ja,” each scene sets up an expectation or a prediction, and in the process of demolishing these, it builds up black humor like a wall.


    In this film there is supposed to be revenge and Geum-ja is supposed to emerge victorious. The story does not have the according showdown structure, and instead of there being a process of confrontation, the essence of revenge itself arises as a matter of question. What is important is not the process of revenge; the film asks what pleasure is afforded by the execution of revenge and shows that it is actually not such a pleasant business. Of course the climax races to a sort of anticlimax, and makes the audience experience not rising but sinking emotions. If this set-up, close to a betrayal in a mainstream movie, is able to avoid incurring wrath, it is because it has consistently convinced the viewer up to that point that the film is actually a black comedy disguised as a revenge story. PARK is telling his own kind of story beyond the linear causal logic of the narrative, and there is no foul given that from the start there was no intention of devising a law of cause and effect. The character depictions in this movie also distance themselves from traditional methods. As a representative example, Mr. BAEK is played by CHOI Min-sik as an abstract incarnation of evil represented graphically on screen rather than as a flesh-and-bone human being. Geum-ja is waging her game against this image of absolute evil formulated so that you can neither like nor despise him. In the process, she comes to doubt whether there is any ethical meaning in punishing him from her own perspective and that of the other victims.
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    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, 2005


    It is precisely this, seeming to move toward some goal and then, having finally arrived there, asking why we had to come here, that is the humor and theme of this movie. This is the product of an attitude running contrary to most commercial films. There is a kind of conspiratorial relationship between this age, captivated by the myth of speed, goals and growth, and the modern commercial film, which seeks to carry the screen away with a rhythm of infinite acceleration. We all have the illusion that there is some specific goal, but the cinematic experience of abandoning philosophy and racing toward a conclusion carried by a goal-oriented plot represents an abridged version of real, reckless existence. Some films also make it so that we are unable to realize that we are standing on a foundation that without any fixed goals we ourselves are destroying.


    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance succeeds at the opposite approach. As it slowly shifts from an examination of the relationships between people to one of the individual herself, this film conceals a fiercely skeptical perspective. It loses steam as a revenge story where a structure of confrontation is predicted, and captures various facets of its protagonist’s image where heroic action is expected. In so doing it asks about the complex essence of the things that happen in life and what essential ethics are needed in the life of today where institutions of the state have come to carry out private revenge by proxy. Only it asks this as a joke.


    It is easy to criticize this view as politically cynical, rather than punishing the wicked. The film seems to ask what right we have to punish them. It can also be argued that PARK leaps too early into a post-narrative adventure, and in so doing is making something more like abstract art than concrete reality. Personally I would also like to see him take a leap into narrative in earnest and make a film with a completed form. He is a director who can obtain the greatest effects when his story’s meaty subject matter and his desires for stylistic expression collide. The material that he devises himself abounds with style, but is lacking in story. If you removed the style from his films, they would be like the skeleton of a fish. But in this film, which gives an overall feeling of colors pouring like light, those things that were thought to be flaws gain another level of strength in that they transfer to the screen the various complex and abstract emotions that are difficult to put into words as we live in this age.


    Is this a formal ruse that postures and pretends that something is there? I don’t think so. PARK’s film contains imagistic substance that could not be transferred to a novel or any other medium. Everywhere in these images we find a kind of pure crystallization of our emotions as we live in this age and suffer misfortune. We can taste the abstract emotions captured in distilling the air of this age as it goes from rage to frustration to despair in the rich shifts in emotion in LEE Young-ae’s Geum-ja, in the concise caricatures of the surrounding people who pass by her, in the revenge ceremony presided over by Geum-ja herself, and most of all in the rich close-up reaction shouts of the people as they are confronted by specific situations. In the Korean society of today, the division between absolute good and absolute evil has collapsed. There are still voices of conflict, but no clear angle of opposition can be sensed as in the past. In the process, there is only an increase in the sense of disillusionment with reality, a sense that the world is not changing in the right way. This is not to say that Lady Vengeance was consciously intended to reflect that. It is just that, if this small-scale and odd story harbors any meaning other than its being the genius work of an eccentric, it is that one can sense the film condensing and presenting something of the emotions of dissatisfaction, frustration and salvation running within today’s topography. Rather skeptical and yet harboring powerful and poetic shocks, PARK’s images are a kind of dedication made to humans trapped in an ethical labyrinth with no visible means of escape. In a subdued tone, without necessarily flattering the audience, the film momentarily recommends that the viewers of this age, having fallen into ethically vague and irresolvable despair, should take a moment to look within themselves. No tears fall at the end of this process, but sadness can be felt as the viewer quietly realizes that nothing can be done about it. PARK’s adventure delves into small-scale ethics, not large-scale ethics, and captures the emotions of this age with the metonymic skill of abstract art. This is the reason I felt uneasy seeing the film for the first time and affirmed sadness after repeated investigation.


    Regardless of whether people feel positively or negatively about the frenzied destructiveness contained in PARK’s films, the imaginative power of his films will ultimately be found in that style. Compared to Old Boy, Lady Vengeance moves to more extreme territory in terms of stylistic shock effects. As a director, PARK creates stylistic shocks as much as he does dramatic ones. This originates not from a rule set in place at one point but from an internal system built up in his films over a long time. If we call this the ‘PARK Chan-wook Effect’, inside of it there is real substance. More than anything else, PARK’s films are interested in the relationship a director forms with films as image and maker of image. This is an issue not of story, theme or philosophy, but of a film’s visual style or formal aesthetic. He implements montage from a dimension of “colliding” or “juxtaposing” rather than “connecting” and maximizing the compositional force that organically links the details of the elements contained within one frame. PARK’s central point of cinematic style (a story driven by turbulent emotions, overwhelming excess of images conveying words bluntly, a mise-en-scène of abbreviation and dissolution, up-and-down movement, framing continuity and off-center framing) can be defined as the vigorous movement of cinematic elements. Here there is only the image of a force racing forward without looking back. In PARK’s films there is none of what could be called “primary effect” (the customary rule of narrative film that leads the audience in by giving the central characters, development of incidents and general atmosphere at the outset); if it is present, it is only there faintly.


    In his pursuit of ellipsis and compression PARK often ignores the hierarchy of shouts. The sequential structure is not concerned with temporal connectedness of the various shouts or with creating a dramatic causality. He deliberately confounds the time sequence and sometimes also uses flash-forwards to show future events before they happen. Examples of what at first glance appears to be an insert but turns out to be a vision of the future fit in here. In the scene in Sympathy for Lady Vengeance where the bereaved family members gathered to punish Mr. BAEK are introduced, each time one of their names is called, we can see a video of their kidnapped child and shouts of them weeping in the future are inserted. Personally I feel that these things are what linger following repeated discussion of a PARK Chan-wook movie.


    From beginning to end, the sizes of Sympathy for Lady Vengeance’s shouts are connected in close-ups and long shouts or close-ups and full shouts, and this jagged rhythm pushes forward until the end. There are even cases where a scene ends with a close-up of a character and the next scene begins with a close-up of a character. This kind of connection could more appropriately be called a collision than a connection. In world film history, Sergio Leone is one of the directors who most powerfully commanded extreme close-ups; he was not afraid to fill the scene with a close-up of the hero’s lips chewing on a cigar. In the duel scenes between the hero and villain in his spaghetti westerns, he often created tension on the screen through the collision of close-ups and long shouts of the characters. The impression generated in the audience through this rhythm of shouts is a temporary alien sense that seems to leap out from the bewitching identification process of film editing, which creates a temporal continuity through jumps and connection in space. But in a PARK Chan-wook film there is the singular experience of that alien sense being systematically accumulated and assumed as the style of the film itself. Rather than a feeling of the shot developing with changes in the space, the audience encounters the peculiar experience of seeing a screen that seems to change like a process shot with the characters’ faces as the central point. This style performs a decisive role in bolstering the film’s ethical stance, which asks about the process rather than outcome of revenge. It is as though we have been invited into the dream space of the movie, and our position becomes that of an unwanted guest who seems to be required to persistently observe the reactions of human beings driven into an urgent situation.


    What comforts the audience in their uncomfortable position is the sense of the camera as it moves when the occasion demands it. In the film’s climax, when he alternates shouts of Geum-ja explaining the heinous acts of serial child murderer Mr. BAEK and the victims’ families listening to her story, the scene shows a surprising sense of rhythm where, rather than using a general dramatic screen composition connecting shouts and reaction shouts, PARK alternates close-ups of Geum-ja with close-ups of the group of family members with a constantly moving camera. When I first saw this scene, the sense of rhythm in this scene, which flowed by smoothly, was much subtler than I had expected. The camera scrutinizes their faces in a searching way, as if, while declining to cheaply sympathize with these poor people, it wants to look a little closer inside their emotions. The feeling of the camera busily moving among them like a ghost unseen at their sides visually complements the destructive emotions within this film of cold, disquieting and aggressive content.


    In the scenes of conversation between Geum-ja and Jenny in Lady Vengeance, the characters always speak into the camera. Speaking to the camera reveals the camera’s existence, and thus has classically been regarded as a taboo that destroys the illusory characteristics of film spectatorship. But here the words to the camera are not directly intended to break down classical convention. Attention must be paid to the fact that most of the frontal shouts are close-ups of faces. More important than any assault on classical convention is the certain ‘impression’ given by the directly shown faces. Another exception related to the matching of shouts is the reversal of order. PARK’s films often invert the shot-reverse shot order, showing a reverse order where the reaction shot is shown first and the preceding action shot is given later. This is also shown with the frontal shouts of characters, but the precedence of reaction shouts excites curiosity. The method of showing the result first and the cause later forces the audience once again to concentrate on the faces holding the meaning of the unknown reasons.


    In the scene of the attack on Geum-ja by two strange men, which appears in the middle section of Lady Vengeance and recalls the scene with the hammer in the early part of Old Boy, there is a distinctive horizontal movement of the camera. Under attack by the men, Geum-ja aims a gun at them and dashes forward, and here the camera follows her as well, moving horizontally. The important thing in this scene is the rhythm and flow. Geum-ja’s action functions to create a rhythm of movement within the frame, with movement, stoppage and then resumed movement. In the shot, composed with vertical black masking on both sides of the frame, one man (SHIN Ha-kyun) moves from right to left with a dagger held to Jenny’s throat; there is a close-up of Geum-ja’s feet as she chases him with measured steps; Geum-ja is shown in profile running at him with her gun aimed; Geum-ja fires the bullet at his wrist and the hand immediately falls to the ground; Geum-ja’s movement stops, but the camera continues at the speed at which Geum-ja was moving, passes by and stops only when it reaches empty space. This short action sequence, which moves from a shot where the man and Geum-ja form a balance within a vertically symmetrical structure, to a shot where the camera abandons the characters at the center of the action and stops in an empty frame, ends with a peculiar resonance, with the characters and action pushed out of the center. The shouts are connected, but the rhythm of shouts within the scene is not consistent. If the intention was to show furious action (Geum-ja’s dash), the scene should have ended with the wrist falling, or else pushed on to the end without stopping Geum-ja’s action. But this scene ends with an interruption of the sudden action and a paradoxical collision within the shot. At the end of this scene, contradictory qualities of ‘Geum-ja’s movement’ and ‘cessation of movement’ are colliding. This is an example of clearly intentional off-center framing. Centered framing depends on a natural deployment and physical balance of elements within the shot. But in an off-center structure this unity is an illusion that could fall apart at any moment. To audiences used to a stable centralized composition, the off-center image is a visual shock in itself.


    With his camera movement and jump cuts, PARK systematically breaks down the shot/reverse shot structure, a traditional rule of connecting shouts. For example, the camera movement in the scene where Geum-ja visits the adoption agency shows jumps not in space but in time. Catching Geum-ja crossing the street outside of the agency, the camera rises up and goes in through the window, where it continues to a scene of Geum-ja talking to an agency staff member. Looking at this scene, it is difficult to imagine that in the short time of camera movement Geum-ja entered the office and began talking. Clearly this is a jump in time, but the camera movement still maintains the continuity. This kind of camera work could be considered a trick to fool the audience before they realize it, but can be understood along the lines of a sort of screen manipulation. Another good example in Lady Vengeance is the method of showing Geum-ja and Jenny talking with Mr. BAEK between them, as with the penthouse conversation scene between Dae-su and Woo-jin in Old Boy. Both scenes are similarly filmed, but these scenes, which at first glance seem to be in split screen form, are actually using a method of shot overlap through composition. It is a trick in that what was believed to be an evenly split screen is actually an overlapped composite shot. The evidence that Dae-su and Woo-jin’s conversation is a composite screen is relatively easy to spot through the clear sense of division of foreground and background. But Geum-ja and Jenny’s conversation is perplexing. Geum-ja’s and Jenny’s face are dizzyingly interchanged with the characters of an English dictionary, and then as Geum-ja’s profile contained in one side of the frame turns to a full-on shot, it covers up the other side of the frame. At this point, there is a breakdown in the overall framing continuity (the framing continuity that it is a split-screen composition) of the scene. At the moment that happens, one’s first thought is the sense that it is a discontinuous connection. In PARK’s cinematic schema, the concept of continuity itself differs, as seen here. This is a long way from the classical system of continuity based on dramatic and psychological analysis. This is a kind of system, which considers action, continuity of framing and discontinuity. It demands a completely different approach from the viewer.
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    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, 2005


    The most representative form of criticism applied to PARK Chan-wook starting with the “Revenge Trilogy” has been that while his films possess a certain degree of distinctive imagination, it is not clear exactly what goal that imagination is aiming for. The “Revenge Trilogy” borrows the structure of the revenge tale and exposes both the absurdity of a world–where a linear and karmic ethics of revenge is impossible–and the inner landscape of the individual, but some audiences asked once again what PARK Chan-wook’s own ethics are. PARK’s films always stop and end here, and it seems that most audiences end up wanting to ask, “So, what are you saying happened?” PARK aims at a minimization of meaning, and further, an absence of any meaning that can be approached with existing conventional notions. Critics and audiences, expecting that some other dimension of meaning might exist to fill the void of meaning, complained when there was none. The reaction to his most recent work, I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK clearly demonstrated this point.


    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK

    



    This film, set in a mental hospital, shows the vague romance between Young-goon, who believes she is a cyborg, and Il-soon, who believes he can steal other people’s personality traits. A number of Korean critics criticized this film for ignoring the question of “why?” This kind of discussion had in truth continued from PARK’s previous films. In the “Revenge Trilogy” it is really never asked “why” revenge is being taken; they are films that viciously assault the viewer, asking the viewer how the process of revenge changes and what the viewers themselves think about the process. If you ask “why” with Cyborg, a number of guesses could be made in response. The film makes no diagnosis of this. Viewers complained that in the process of showing the lives of two protagonists lost in fantasy they could not find any causal relationship, and as such, even after seeing the conclusion, they found no traces of transcendence or sublimation. PARK replied that that was not what he was interested in. The dilemmas of characters in a PARK film always end up unresolved. When showing the characters’ actions, he is unconcerned with what kind of comprehensible template can be used to analyze them. Take a look at the character of the heroine Young-goon’s mother, which PARK himself expressed satisfaction with as a character depiction that pleased him. She seems to hide some kind of uneasiness but gives a strong impression, yet the film does not explain in any detail what kind of relationship she has with her daughter or with her mother, Young-goon’s grandmother. We learn a little bit through a short flashback sequence about how she was neglected by her demented mother, but even though this kind of cruelty to people close by is something that we can often see around us, it is not described in detail. These types of questions could go on forever. Why does Young-goon think she is a cyborg? Why does Young-goon’s grandmother believe she is a mother mouse? Why is Young-goon’s mother unable to distinguish precisely between the salt she dips her sausage in and the grandmother’s ashes? Why does Il-soon assert that he can steal other people’s personality traits? Is it because they are all totally crazy or just a little bit crazy?
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    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK, 2006


    Rather than attaching some causal explanation to the trauma to effectively explain the character of Young-goon’s mother, PARK feels it is far more effective for the subtle sense of humor arising from her words to tell the audience about her character when she takes a cell phone call while talking to the doctor about her daughter’s symptoms and gives directions on the amount of head meat to be brought into her restaurant. It does not explain in so many words, but things like this external impression cannot be easily forgotten once seen, and these things are more important to PARK. Based on this impression, PARK concentrates on detailed descriptions that would be omitted in other films, and in exchange leaves out parts that should be explained as major branches of the plot. What is highlighted here is the playful feeling of being liberated from the chains of meaning. With Cyborg, rather than a feeling that PARK has concentrated on accomplishing something after the “Revenge Trilogy,” there is a strong feeling that he made the film in a slightly relaxed mood while seeming to shake off the constraints of content and form that had surrounded him during that time and recharge his batteries. PARK made a film of cinematic amusement, laughing like a child, enjoying himself observing the characters’ actions. There is none of the heroic quality of the “Revenge Trilogy,” and there is no mature romance between adults. The film is close to being a sort of expensive toy for adults that enjoys the process rather than the cause and effect.


    If it must be reasoned out, Young-goon has a cyborg fantasy because she was an assembly line worker at a factory. Like the parts of the machine she assembles, she does only her work on the factory’s conveyor belt, and loses her mind in a fantasy where she cannot distinguish the objects around her. In this scene, which could be called PARK’s version of Modern Times and Metropolis, the claustrophobia shown in the well-arranged mise-en-scène is linked to the following absurd actions of the patients scattered around the mental hospital. They are not concerned with the space they belong to, because they all live in their own worlds. There their fantasies transcend the physical boundaries of space. Their transcendence is assured by the film’s fantastical escapism. When they dream of their fantasies the screen shows them in the present tense. Through the present-progressive tense properties of the movie, the boundaries of consciousness and unconsciousness, of reality and fantasy collapse. The patients’ visions assume a physical reality. PARK does not necessarily want to dwell upon the idea that this is one form of fantasy. It simply flows by as it is. When causality is imposed, the subversive quality of fantasy can be blunted. When a clinical prescription is applied, the individuals do not exist as individuals but once again are subsumed into the established gaze. Milos Forman’s One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest depicts mental patients as victims subsumed into the established gaze. In that film, Forman asks who is really crazy, the patients or the people who keep them locked up. In Cyborg, this kind of self-conscious criticism of the established gaze is completely absent. What stands out is only an irresponsible escapism that asks what it would be like to play along with these people who are lost in their fantasies. The film overflows with an anarchic abandon that rejects even the concept of presupposing an adult’s gaze.


    It would be easy to throw out plausible excuses for why Young-goon went crazy and what kind of environment surrounded her in a set-up that anyone could easily understand. PARK is far removed from that kind of disposition to wrap a grand narrative sense around the characters’ actions and the situation they are confronted with. He concentrates on minor things to a degree that could be confused with triviality, and he scrutinizes the surfaces of actions and situations. In this banquet of the unconscious he serves up, actress LIM Soo-jung plays like a fish in water. She flits around the screen as though doing a role-play, embracing the personalities of various people in the body of one person. That we consent to the filmmaker’s attitude as he says, “Isn’t this amorphous play beautiful in itself? Let’s not try to impose any conventional thought on it,” is because there is a corresponding level of visual description on display. Fantasy sequences like the dreamlike sequences appearing in Emil Kusturica’s films abound in this film. This film moves forward, entering without hesitation into Young-goon’s fantasy that she is a cyborg warrior, and confuses the audience with a jagged rhythm bearing a composition that goes back and forth between reality and fiction and between rising and falling. It is related to this film’s theme that we do not regard this confusion itself as confusion.


    Making things easy for people to understand also means appealing to the most comfortable ethical norms, but PARK’s films invert this. He declines to kindly explain the reason why his heroine Young-goon and hero Il-soon are gripped by symptoms of, respectively, being a cyborg warrior and stealing other people’s objects and souls. That’s just how they are. Even by the second half of the movie, their state has not changed much. Using the characters’ lapse into fantasy as an excuse to push the boundaries of that fantasy and roam freely, the film affects the gaze of an innocent child. In the camera as it watches their actions, there is no trace of the rebellious gaze of the adolescent or the worrisome or embracing gaze of the parent, but only a position of level observation. There is only the artistic impulse to shoot in a way that resembles the feelings of a child who just plays, not knowing what things mean. Unlike Old Boy or Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, in this film there are few examples of various schematics of expression with shouts and reaction shouts. Ignoring any visual style or story logic to draw the audience to the characters, the film is imbued only with a playful impulse to push the audience to the boundaries of fantasy itself.


    In this film, the focal point of the most intense conflict is the fact that Young-goon does not eat because she thinks herself to be a cyborg. Machines don’t eat. Her eating disorder is the result of positively accepting her physicality as a machine. Il-soon, while accepting her fantasy, adopts the wisest approach to sustain the base of her existence and make her emerge. This is to get her to eat. The expression “I’m a cyborg, but that’s OK” is a shorter form of the attitude, “I’m a cyborg, but it’s OK to eat.” Getting Young-goon to eat is the goal for resolving the most important conflict in this movie, and the highest stage of emotional exaltation that it ultimately praises. When she finally does eat, PARK shoots the actions of the other people in the restaurant eating along with her cadence, solemnly but also brightly, like a musical sequence. Eating, making her eat, without denying her existence: this seems very trivial, but it is also the thread of human understanding that can go the farthest. Being alive is first and foremost about eating. Simply putting forward the dignity of eating and living, PARK asks, “Isn’t it OK to do this? Even if you’re a cyborg, don’t you have to eat too?” Transcending the countless bridles of definition that humans are forced to wear, he is questioning from a child’s level the human understanding that we have approached attaching exquisite, erudite and beautiful adornment. Like a child’s attitude in bluntly asking, “Anyway, doesn’t Dad have to eat too, Mom?” he dives amid the dreamers and turns the camera as he wishes, just asking one question.
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    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK, 2006


    This is because in this movie, the characters’ fantasies are not a problem, since no matter what they are, the characters live by forming their own harmonies with their surroundings. Because none of them asks “why,” it is the people outside the film who ask “why.” They also reproach the fact that the story was made with cause and effect left out in this way, asking, “Isn’t that childish? Isn’t it a kind of artistic fraud?” On the contrary, I feel more positively about PARK’s trivial, playful gaze. In his taste for asking the audience, “I don’t know about other things, but isn’t this kind of thing fun too?” there is a deeply imbued denial of major ideology or narrative. This follows from a composed optimism that says the world must change, but it definitely won’t be easy. This has the makings to be misunderstood as defeatism or triviality, but in a world overflowing with people blustering with confidence, this attitude of PARK’s appears instead humble and truthful. When he depicts Young-goon’s rage at the hostile currents of society that reject her and others and her proportionally fervent dreams of another world, PARK does not use a language that everyone can understand. When art uses a language disguised as universality, it is already making a certain compromise. Of course, this is the fate of most mainstream films, and while many things can be salvaged from this compromise, PARK’s films, immersed in genre film convention, do not commit the sin of using some clumsy means of sneaking out, but remain straightforward with their vision. We all have definitions of certain phenomena, objects and people, but if we stubbornly persist in the belief that they are formed by a clear causal relationship, we will end up resisting the free form of a film like this. If we regard it focusing only on the logic of the story, PARK’s film is a piece of late consumer-capitalist garbage excessively attached to trivial meaning. Conversely, if we regard it while to a certain extent frustrated with the uncertainty of great meaning, it is an interesting work of art whose visual sophistication point out small flaws in our dulled perception. The revolution in our awareness begins when, rather than asking whether the words “I’m a cyborg, but that’s OK” mean anything, but accepting and enjoying the film as a faithful representation of fantasies of people who think that way. At the very least, PARK’s cinematic world takes the audience on a worthwhile journey to stand inside the entrance.


    If I am to summarize one dynamic tendency of modern Korean film as led by PARK Chan-wook, who accepts genre convention without losing his authorial tension, it would be, in a word, the irony of negativity gathered from a secessionist approach toward goal-oriented narrative. As with the “Revenge Trilogy,” while the films superficially deal with revenge stories and yet reach peculiar conclusions that break down the boundaries of victim and victimizer, the excessive style, which pins the audience emotionally in a state of the highest unease, reveals the author’s strategy of using both the all-out negation of the prevailing social attitudes that form the roots of the story and at the same time the fascination of watching.


    This tendency of ostensibly establishing a goal-oriented plot and style, but ultimately taking both character and audience to a point where the goals have been dissolved, connects with the desire to completely reject the social values of the previous generation. At the same time, it can also be understood as a product of hostility toward the contradictory society of the age, where the boundaries of right and wrong are blurred and absurd new phrases like “leftist neoliberalism” are being hurriedly coined. Unlike Hollywood, where a plot involving the president saving the world is tapped as subject matter for a blockbuster film, the aim at material coming from a general fundamental self-negation in Korean popular film also follows in a similar vein. In refusing to tolerate the hazardous path of dualistic and linear plots, society’s derisive expression could also represent another aspect of the desire to possess a common group belief, as can be seen in the enthusiastic consumption of sports events like the World Cup in a patriotic fervor. PARK’s films can be regarded as a crystallization of the authorial will to break through this irony of negativity with plots using the cinematic logic of causal narrative form and excessive style. It is as yet unclear whether this can create new paradigms of expression in other, completely different areas. In that PARK’s films depend on no tradition with regard to norms of expression, they in part evoke a creative energy where any deviation is possible, but at the same time, what is revealed in the concealment of his basic desire to violate any genre conventions he may adopt, is shown in his inverted manner of passion for the outer surface and erasure of the profound. It could be said that the qualities of Korean film from the mid-2000s have their characteristics determined to a large extent by the presence or absence of the evolution of a new formal paradigm for films as shown by PARK. The question of whether he can pull some alternative paradigm of expression up from a level of possibility to a level of realization as a modern tradition is not limited to PARK’s individual artistic destiny, but will become an important barometer that can define the shape of Korean film in the future. We can only watch with more care the development of PARK’s films, which as of now are still works in progress.
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    Interviews


    



    The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of


    KIM: What kind of reviews did your first film, The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of, receive upon release?


    PARK: To be specific, nobody wrote any reviews of the film. No, there was one review. It was the one I wrote. (laughs) One university newspaper suggested printing a review of my movie, but they couldn’t find anyone to write it. With no other choice, I wrote the review under a fake name and had it printed in the university newspaper. (laughs)


    KIM: I recall that it was a low-budget film.


    PARK: I worked for a few years in the planning office of the company that produced the movie because a representative promised they would get my debut made. I even took on the work of importing low-budget foreign films, publicizing them and getting them in theaters. One day the representative said that he thought the time had come and set the conditions. Originally the company’s request was that we copy a bit of the Zucker brothers’ parody style and to make a movie that way. Of course I said that I couldn’t do that, but just because there was no script properly prepared or any of that, I couldn’t miss the opportunity to make my debut. After agonizing about it, I asked for advice from an older friend who worked at a film company in Chungmuro, and he advised me by saying, “There is a world of difference in how a movie company behaves toward a director who’s made his first film and a new director who hasn’t. You must absolutely make your first film.” My position was that I had to write a new script in a short period of time, and I decided on the direction of shooting a conventional story in an experimental style. We had the famous singer LEE Seung-chul in the lead. The production costs were 160 million won at the time. I had a kind of childish attitude that I would put out a new kind of movie, the likes of which had never been seen in previous Korean films, and I had the idea of trying to twist the structure and conventions of genre film, but I wasn’t satisfied with the result. On the day of the premiere, there was a swarm of LEE Seung-chul’s teenage fans in front of the theater, but that was because he was signing autographs. I didn’t know about that, and I thought my debut was a hit. Once that weekend was over, you couldn’t find anyone in the theater. Basically, it bombed.
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    The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of, 1992


    KIM: After that it wasn’t easy to make your second film.


    PARK: I took a five-year break from movies. But I never stopped going to movie companies for even a day. Every day I went around from company to company and gave them plans for more than 10 scripts that I wrote, but they were rejected every time. I had been branded as a director who knew a lot about movies but who would make cult movies that only a small number of people would like. To make a living I wrote reviews for magazines, and I even did some radio broadcasting. I did it quietly so that none of my acquaintances would know. I often looked at it as a joke and lamented about it. There are examples of people who became directors after writing criticism, but I thought that I was probably the only person in the world who was writing criticism after debuting as a director. (laughs) I can’t express the feeling of frustration I went through from having the making of my second work fall through so many times. My friends at the time were the music director from my film, CHO Young-wuk, and the film director LEE Hun, who has since passed away. He made a low-budget film called Mascara, but he died in an accident without the film receiving any attention, and he in particular had a considerable influence on me. We had in common the fact that we hated films with posturing, flash and trickery. We scoured through films made by directors who didn’t pretend to be artists or great masters, and we had long discussions. Even now I get questions about how I got through that time, and to put it kind of humorously, it must have been because of a burning hostility toward the existing films of the time. (laughs) I got through it with this assurance that I would overwhelm these false films and make a better one.


    



    Trio


    KIM: After that you made Trio.


    PARK: To me Trio was kind of a graduation piece, ending my cinephile period. I wanted to make a simple film, frank and unobstructed, without being sensitive to things like quoting other films. A film without flash or trickery.


    KIM: Trio also didn’t do well in terms of box office results. Opinions were split between saying that it was a truly enjoyable film and saying that it was an incomprehensible genre mishmash.


    PARK: My view of film at the time was that I wanted to pursue a kind of freedom. When you see a lot of movies, it makes you think, “Oh, that kind of thing can be a movie too.” The strength to conceive of a film while breaking out of the mold, I thought that was the real strength of a movie buff. As the critic Robin Wood said at a film’s conclusion, there are unhappy-happy endings, happy-unhappy endings, and endings that are neither happy nor unhappy. I thought that the ending of Trio had all three kinds. Also, with the subject matter, I wanted to start from something very minor, that people try to solve problems by depending on family or religion, while emphasizing that nobody can solve your problems but yourself. I saw myself as someone without the aptitude for fluff films, art films, socially conscious films with strong political statements or realist films, and I wanted to make a movie that didn’t belong to any category. That’s because I didn’t aspire to make an immortal masterpiece and I thought that things like consistency, unity and polish didn’t suit me. I make flawed films, but I aimed at films that were simple and humorous, and even surreal, so they’re films where the flaws are the attraction. I hated things that were too obvious. So I buried little devices in every scene to twist the traditional development.


    KIM: It’s one of the ones that weren’t well received as popular films.


    PARK: Before we started filming I heard a lot of talk about what the theme of the film was. The theme is really very simple. It’s about how no one can take responsibility for your life except yourself. I had to give a three-hour lecture to the production staff members, who were all dubious about what kind of theme that was. Once I stuck in all these pedantic embellishments in every scene in the script and added an analysis, only then did people relax. At that time I really felt the barrier of people’s fixed ideas. Not even the movie company employees were used to the method of reading genre film, where concrete insights are embedded in a small story. Anyway, as this film was failing, I was personally confronted with a major crisis. I also found burdensome the tags that the popular media were attaching to me, things like “cult movie advocate” or “successor to the B-movie heritage.” I needed to show that I too could make a popular film, a well-made movie. So I made up my mind, and what I made was Joint Security Area.


    



    Joint Security Area


    KIM: With JSA, you turned from B-movie advocate to successful film director. How does that feel?


    PARK: Like survival. It’s survival. I like B-movies, and I will continue to in the future, but ultimately I have to make movies, don’t I? It was the truth that up until then not many people had watched my films, so I thought, if that’s the case, why don’t I make a polished, commercial movie that many people can watch? That wasn’t all that difficult. I wanted to show that if I wanted to, I could make a commercial movie.


    KIM: Are you saying that it’s easy to make a commercial movie?


    PARK: Sure. It’s not a risk to take experienced staff and actors and shoot a film with the safe rhythm of a drama. If you just have the system set up, you can do it really without much difficulty. Myung Film is a production company with a very well-operating system. If I said, “I need research into a North Korean dialect,” they would meet with North Korean defectors, and if I said, “I need a gun,” they would ask around everywhere and find a North Korean gun. It’s a place where they make elaborate preparations before the fact.


    KIM: I was surprised when I saw JSA. It jumped from mystery to comedy to tragedy in its rhythm, yet its continuity was pretty stable. Are you giving up the embedding of the personal tastes of PARK Chan-wook the director that only people who know a lot about movies would know, like in the old films? (laughs)
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    Joint Security Area, 2000


    PARK: I did do a lot of that in the past. It was immaturity. Immaturity… (laughs) In this movie I placed a lot of the weight of the direction on the support of the actors’ performances. The most effective way to convey the message is through the actors’ performances. I didn’t dare to do the kind of direction I did in the past, where I intentionally broke down the drama a bit and added another meaning.


    KIM: This film started as a mystery unfolding from Sophie’s perspective, but in the resolution stage: of the incident, the pleasure in solving the mystery is weak.


    PARK: The mystery is just an excuse to start the story, a kind of MacGuffin. A conclusion where the mystery is solved is not important.


    KIM: Sophie is an observer of the incident, but in the middle section where it switches to the characters’ flashback sequence, she hangs around outside of the story. Maybe for that reason her emotional shock at witnessing the tragedy in the conclusion doesn’t really hit home very hard to the audience.


    PARK: It’s something I agonized over, but there was nothing I could do. This is not a movie where the investigator pursues with an observer’s eyes. Sophie is just a character who was tossed into the story. There is no process of awakening in Sophie. So there are also questions about why she appeared in the movie. Sophie’s background, where her father was a prisoner in a Communist P.O.W. camp who chose to go to a neutral country, is a set-up where we decided to make her seem like the hero’s daughter in CHOI In-goon’s Gwangjang, and it’s a risk that I took because I didn’t want to get rid of that attraction. I depended too much on the idea of overcoming this shortcoming with the movie’s other strong points and I didn’t get rid of that character.


    KIM: But her role is improbable, where she spins around outside of the incident. Is that because of her neutral perspective, based on her status as an officer in a neutral country?


    PARK: It’s not related to a political perspective. It’s a structural problem of the story. She comes out as a leading investigator of the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission, so there is some probability. It’s just that Sophie is established as a total outsider, an outsider female from a neutral country, so it’s unreasonable for her to participate in the soldiers’ tragedy. It would be best if we removed things like the setup where Sophie lost her appointment as an investigator because of her father, but for some strange reason I didn’t want to do that. Our whole generation is to some extent fascinated with CHOI In-hoon’s Gwangjang. I wanted to carry on that beautiful tradition within another genre.


    KIM: It’s been 40 years now since Gwangjang came out, but now that we are passing on to the next century, the conclusion of JSA didn’t particularly progress from that novel. Critics have said that the movie has made an allegory of the reality of Panmunjeom and that it seems like a morality play with the violation and taboo of crossing the line at Panmunjeom, but this movie doesn’t take any one side and maintains a delicate balance. Could that also be viewed as opportunistic?


    PARK: This movie has nothing to do with the agonies of intellectuals. I just sympathized with an individual who was unable to choose either side. I wanted to depict a conflict between the individual and the establishment, and I tried to show Panmunjeom as a product of the Cold War and at the same time a contradictory space that is easy to talk about because it’s so close by. There is indeed some danger that it could be viewed as opportunistic.


    KIM: It may be possible to criticize this film similarly to the criticism off films like Costa-Gavras’ Z by Western leftist critics in the past, that political melodramas function only to hide the tragedy of reality even more.


    PARK: I wasn’t very favorably disposed toward Costa-Gavras’ political melodramas either… From a critic’s perspective, I wouldn’t have liked JSA. (laughs)


    KIM: You’re lying…


    PARK: I mean it. It’s kind of boring. (laughs)


    KIM: You once joked that you would make the Panmunjeom version of queer cinema… Couldn’t you say that B-movies really give a skewed pleasure that many people might not like? Wasn’t it difficult to suppress that kind of director’s desire in this film? Was there anything that you wanted to do but held back?


    PARK: There was a little bit of that. Uh, suddenly I can’t think of anything… Um, originally, for the conclusion there was something different that I wanted to do. This is what I imagined. It continues to an epilogue where LEE Byung-hun didn’t die and was sent to the hospital. Five years later, Su-hyeok has become a regular salary man, and he stuffs his luggage with chocolate pastries and cigarettes and boards a plane. The foreign passenger sitting next to him asks where he is going, and Su-hyeok shows a picture of OH Kyung-pil, saying that he’s going through France to Nairobi to meet a friend. In the picture, there is an image of the darkly tanned OH serving as a guerilla instructor in Africa together with emaciated Africans. Then the foreign passenger says, “It must be great for you to get to go see your friend.” I wanted to do that for the conclusion, but because the movie company, the assistant director and all the staff opposed it, I couldn’t even try to shoot it. Now, with the ending of a still shot of the four soldiers at Panmunjom, the epilogue scene is all right, but I still feel something’s missing. (laughs)


    KIM: Was there a lot of emphasis on improvisation from the actors on the set?
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    PARK: For the dialogue of the North Korean soldiers, I couldn’t allow improvisation. SONG Kang-ho felt very frustrated by that. But he practiced the dialogue a lot before filming. The actors playing the South Korean soldiers came from popular entertainment and the actors playing the North Korean soldiers came from theater, so it was fun watching them collide. It was enjoyable because each one had a different style. SONG Kang-ho’s performance changes a little each time you shoot another take. He doesn’t do it the same way even once. Even if you tell him to do it the same way, he can’t. On the other hand, SHIN Ha-kyun does it exactly the same way even if you tell him to do it a hundred times. There are advantages and disadvantages to it.


    KIM: How do you feel seeing audiences enjoy it in the theater? It must have been a pleasure you’d never felt before.


    PARK: Of course. The audiences who came to see Trio also laughed loudly and enjoyed watching the movie, but it wasn’t successful financially. JSA had more mass appeal as a film, so the reaction was tremendous, but frankly I was scared. I’m always cautious about whether I might be following in the footsteps of predecessors whose works succeeded, but who just rested on their laurels and disappeared.


    



    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance


    KIM: Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance has an atmosphere of Pure Cinema.


    PARK: I worried a lot while I was making it, but there’s something that nobody has asked me about. It’s the way the scenes were handled from Ryu’s perspective. When I said that in the shouts from the hearing-impaired Ryu’s point-of-view I would make it so that there was no sound, the staff objected. They said it was too literal, and that people would think it was shot as a mistake and asked, who would recognize it as a shot from Ryu’s perspective? It’s strange if there is no sound at all during the scenes from Ryu’s perspective, so I put in small and strange sounds, similar to a whirlwind and the sound inside a seashell. The effect of the POV shot came out as I had planned. Normal commercial films draw out the characters’ emotions clearly in POV shouts, like in Hitchcock’s films, but with the POV shouts in Mr. Vengeance there was an effect of infusing a considerable amount of concentration in an ordinary shot. When I shot the scene of Ryu working at the factory, he doesn’t hear anything in his ears, but in the full shot you can hear the clanging sound of metal being struck. That contrast has a concentrated power of simply etching Ryu’s alienated labor for the audience. I didn’t want to make an artistic film, but I wanted to express the theme and the characters’ emotions with the most basic elements of cinematic composition. Even without explaining everything in detail, even without one word, there is the aspect of making the audience second-guess the character’s mind.


    KIM: After you see the film, the sound effects stay with you for a long time.


    PARK: The sound is a part that I really put a lot of effort into. Even when I wrote everything from the script to the storyboard into a book, I included everything about the sound effects. Because there are a lot of instances in this film of things happening off-screen, I wanted to give the feeling that something was happening outside of the film’s story through sound. Actually, in films the sounds coming from on- and off-screen are usually clearly different, but that’s a convenient lie in countless commercial films.


    KIM: Strangely, the whole movie has been taken as a joke. This is the characteristic black comic sense that you’ve always had as a director, and it permeates every corner of the film. How do you think audiences will see that sort of thing?


    PARK: As I made it, I was giggling from start to finish. If I were to give one keyword for the movie, it would be irony. What I chose as a way to effectively express that irony is absurd humor. But I don’t think that audiences are going to laugh out loud a lot or anything like that as they watch this film. I knew that from the beginning. To make life so comical…


    KIM: Are you saying it’s comical even while it’s grotesque?


    PARK: On the set we used to say that to each other. It’s grotesque, and at the same time comical. That’s how the world appears. The characters in Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance are nice people, or else people who believe that they are nice. Ryu (SHIN Ha-kyun) and Young-mi commit the crime of kidnapping, but they don’t know that it will come to a bad end. All of them, including Dong-jin, the victim of the kidnapping, get caught in the great flow of things like the force of destiny, God’s will and problems of the social structure, and sink into the mire of evil deeds. Rather than saying they “committed” certain acts, they realize themselves “ending up” committing certain acts. Without themselves realizing it, they have somehow arrived at this point. I say that my life is mine, but it’s not. Let he who does not agree with this statement cast the first stone against this film. The kind of situation where you can neither laugh nor cry—life is something cruel and sad even while it’s funny. Let’s say you have a husband and wife having a heated argument and bringing up the subject of divorce. Sometimes the image of the angry wife can be comical. That’s because the experience of losing concentration even after reaching the climax of passion and having the face of your partner experiencing an orgasm seem suddenly unfamiliar—that’s reality. In Mr. Vengeance the scene where Ryu and Young-mi meet after a long time apart and make love is funny and at the same time sad. Young-mi uses sign language to say absurd dialogue: “You’re like an ant. You know ants can see the future.” It’s because Ryu is deaf. Ryu is overcome with guilt upon coming back, sagging because the kidnapping came to an unfortunate end, but it’s clichéd for Young-mi to cry and hold him. There’s a sad element in itself to this couple, as they move toward the end, making passionate love and talking about the moment they first met. And there I have this truly ridiculous dialogue about ants. (laughs)
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    KIM: The psychological tone of Mr. Vengeance is cruel. It’s even crueler in that there is an underlying laughter behind it. When Ryu gets revenge on the organ smuggling organization that made him suffer such hardship, the huge villain who has been stabbed in the neck with Ryu’s auger grabs the weapon and doesn’t know what to do. Then the old lady who is the boss of the organization says, “Don’t take it out. That’s the carotid artery.” The bewildered villain takes out the auger, and immediately blood starts spouting like a fountain. This cruel scene makes you grimace, but after your nerves have finished shaking fiercely, there’s a remaining humor. Amid these big villains being overwhelmed and trembling at the appearance of the tiny Ryu and worrying about each other, it becomes clear that their relationship is one of mother and sons. The form of the cruel humor underlying Mr. Vengeance is in embedding layers of various emotions in the situation while giving the information belatedly a little bit at a time.


    PARK: The production staff liked the script for this scene when they read it. There’s no fun in just drawing out tension and making up splendid action. The organ smugglers in the movie anaesthetize the victim and rape him. In the original script, there was also a scene of SHIN Ha-kyun, who plays Ryu, being raped. Later, when the detectives visit the crime scene, they discover this from a videotape made by the villains. Catching on to my idea, SHIN complained, “Isn’t that a bit too much?” (laughs) There was also a sense of that in the early scene where the worker laid off by the factory boss Dong-jin, played by SONG Kang-ho, mutilates himself. GI Ju-bong, who played the fired worker PAENG, is a small guy. He slashes his belly with a knife in an attempt to make a threat, but he gets flustered himself when he sees the blood spreading from his abdomen. The feeling it gives is more pitiful and pathetic than unpleasant. If it weren’t GI Ju-bong, there wouldn’t be that sense. His build and the weathering of life etched on his face evoke that pity. Some directors criticize his performance as clumsy, but that clumsiness is his strong point. His charm is in how he talks his way out. According to O Gwang-rok, who appears as a terror group member at the end of the film, GI Ju-bong’s performance is to be tricky and play innocent. GI and O both have an inexplicable charm. They show the bitter taste of life, but they’re really funny. That’s also how it is with the appearances and performances of the actors who appear as the terror group members at the film’s conclusion. They commit murder clumsily, hesitant and fearful. The desolate wind blowing in the screen composition and background points to the cruel aspects of life, but at the same time it’s comical. Even SONG Kang-ho shook his head when he saw this screen on the monitor. He was astonished and said it was a miracle as he saw O Gwang-rok’s performance, the moment where he wields a knife while smoking a cigarette and loitering around. It’s a joy to see the power of this kind of performance.


    KIM: Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance is a movie without a lot of dialogue. There’s SHIN Ha-kyun as the deaf Ryu, but even SONG Kang-ho as Dong-jin doesn’t speak very much. Like LEE Marvin come back to life in another actor’s body, he performs with few words as if he wants to make it so that you can’t figure out what the character is feeling. BAE Doo-na’s Young-mi talks the most out of the characters, and she speaks her words in an everyday, commonplace way that does not seem to suit a visionary who dreams of revolution. This peculiar incongruity where all the characters have this boiling rage, yet are outwardly placid and silent, results from the monumental ensemble performance achieved by the three actors.


    PARK: I didn’t make any special requests of the actors. All three of them are geniuses. They accepted my sense of humor and performed out of excitement. I hate needless movements by actors. Actors without a lot of experience in particular smoke or shake while the other actor is speaking, and they get flustered because they don’t know where to put their hands. Maybe it’s because they’re worrying that the people watching might be bored. SHIN Ha-kyun is astonishing. In his scenes, if you tell him just to stay still, he really doesn’t move an inch. That kind of concentration and confidence to capture the viewer’s attention without moving at all is astonishing. SONG Kang-ho’s performance doesn’t really place much importance on gradation. In just one scene he moves easily back and forth between extremes of emotion. Ordinary actors just play sad emotions when you tell them that it’s sad, or just play cruel emotions when you tell them that it’s cruel, but in just one scene SONG Kang-ho moves easily between the two emotions. BAE Doo-na takes in every situation in a way that suits her character and speaks in a disinterested fashion, but enormous amplitude of emotion emerges there. If you can hear the tone of the lines Young-mi speaks in such a composed way just before she dies in the story, it gives you goose bumps.


    KIM: The last scene, where Dong-jin (SONG Kang-ho) is stabbed to death by the terrorists, comes from out of the blue. The viewer thinks, “What’s going on?”


    PARK: The scene most enjoyed by people favorable to the movie and most despised by people who dislike the movie is the same. It’s the last scene. There are people who say that the anarchist terrorists who suddenly appear and brutally kill Dong-jin before disappearing without a word weigh upon their minds, but I think the opposite. As I’ve explained in various interviews, they’re not simple anarchists, but entities with a nuance that goes beyond that. They don’t stop at being terrorists, but have a sense of being like messengers who have come to give a message from God…Beings that call to mind something like a great force of destiny that transcends the individual’s will… Basically, I like them. (laughs)


    KIM: Young-mi (BAE Doo-na) is an activist youth, but she s a caricature. She comes across as an insincere character with a cigarette sticking out of her mouth while she shouts for the dissolution of conglomerates. The terrorists in the ending are the same way.


    PARK: I’ve heard a lot of people say that I caricaturized activists. But is caricature a bad thing? I don’t think anyone would complain at all if I did a caricature of a film director in a television series. One of my friends was a student council president at his university. He also said something similar, and I said, “Couldn’t you sense my sympathy for BAE Doo-na and the four terrorists who appeared at the end?” (laughs) I filmed the scene with a great affection for the four terrorists, whom I called the “Chain Smoker Squad” on the set. I felt so sympathetic that I thought I would be rebuked by the conservative media, but I wasn’t expecting that kind of reaction. (laughs) I liked every last movement from the performances of the four terrorists in the last scene. When they dawdle around and share cigarettes… That could happen, I guess. Who could they depend upon in this country when they live as anarchist terrorists? BAE Doo-na said she would hand out leaflets insincerely, but then would it be right for her to hand out leaflets while holding her head down and giving a polite greeting? There’s no fun in a pious attitude. Also, you might think that people with big goals would give all of their energy just to things like kidnapping and revenge. But before, when I did research while writing the script for Anarchists, what I felt was that the lives of these people are actually weary from other things besides revolution. In Shanghai the anarchists spent most of their time punishing spies for the Japanese rather than the Japanese themselves, and they suffered from the business of punishing traitors within the organization. It’s truly wasteful, but the history of revolution and struggle is also a history of unnecessary murders. It has also been said that the terrorists who appear in the movie seems to lack a sense of reality, and that’s natural. That’s because the reason that they’re operating an anarchist terrorist group is because they’re naïve characters without a sense of reality. But by showing Dong-jin dying a grisly death at the hands of people who appeared so humorous, I wanted to say that it really wasn’t such a funny thing.
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    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, 2002


    KIM: Dong-jin is a self-made petit bourgeois type who started out as a worker, but when he listens to the protests of the engineer he has fired (GI Ju-bong) he suffers an injury to his hand. Later, when he is killed by the four terrorists, he is stabbed in his other hand. I felt something like resignation, where I saw the knife marks on Dong-jin’s hands and felt that a man cannot help but submit to fate. Isn’t that really a bit cruel? He's a man who even before he dies has lost everything in his life. Just before Dong-jin is killed he gets a phone call telling him that the son of the fired worker, whom he has gotten hospitalized, has died, and when he says, “I don’t know anything about it,” he’s giving up on any reconciliation with the world. Killing such a man once again brutally with a knife was terrible.


    PARK: There were also opinions from the production staff that we shouldn’t kill him off. They asked why we needed to kill him again if he’s already dead. Here the important thing isn’t the killing of Dong-jin but the expression with which he dies. It needed the image of him dying confused, not knowing the reason.


    KIM: The last scene has the atmosphere of a public execution. It’s as though the audience is crowding to watch Dong-jin being executed. Dong-jin has committed murder but is a victim in a way, and he receives a death sentence from the terrorists.


    PARK: The feeling of a public execution is an interesting idea. I didn’t think about it, but it makes sense. SONG Kang-ho changes from a character with power in his grasp into a character we should feel sympathy for, and then changes into a brutal character. That is the power of this movie. As BAE Doo-na defined it so clearly, in this movie, “The aggressor becomes pitiful and the victim becomes atrocious.” At first the audience feels pity for SHIN Ha-kyun struggling to save his sister, and then feels pity for SONG Kang-ho as he suffers from losing his child. Should we give more compassion to SONG? Even if we do, that doesn’t mean we can’t sympathize with SHIN once again when he is killed by SONG. The audience has fallen into a situation where they don’t know who in the world to sympathize with. I wonder if that might have been linked to the film’s box office failure. (laughs)


    KIM: Dong-jin weeps when his daughter dies, but yawns in front of Ryu’s sister’s dead body. The parts where Ryu eats the kidney of the organ smuggler, and Dong-jin brutally murders Ryu and Young-mi also leave certain viewers bewildered.


    PARK: Do you mean the fact that they suddenly become monsters? In the original draft of the script there were parts showing that process. When Ryu buys a baseball bat and the thug from the organ smuggling organization buys ice cream, SONG Kang-ho goes through Moran Market. Just when you’re wondering why he went there, he buys a puppy. He holds the puppy and goes to a deserted lake to practice stabbing on the puppy. He’s thinking, “Can I really stab a man?” But Dong-jin can’t bear to stab the puppy. However, the puppy struggles to escape from Dong-jin’s arms and bites him on the finger, and Dong-jin stabs it blindly with the knife. There was a scene like that. But when it got down to filming it, I wondered whether the scene was really necessary. It’s explained enough. When a man has lived a well-organized life, then experiences a certain event, his whole life changes qualitatively. That’s not to say that all fathers who lose their daughters to kidnappers become killers, but I thought it was something that could happen. If you say that audiences didn’t understand that, I have nothing to say in response, but clearly it’s not a leap. SONG Kang-ho has a son and I have a daughter, and the two of us had this kind of conversation while we were shooting the movie. What would we do if this kind of thing really happened to us? The conclusion isn’t satisfying enough with respect to the actions shown in the movie. We said, “He should grind him to a pulp.” (laughs) Also, Ryu does not take brutal revenge because his kidney was stolen by the organ smugglers. He had no choice but to become cruel because they provided the source of the misfortune that took his own life and his sister’s. The fact that the organ smugglers are actually mother and sons is a kind of joke, but there is a hint that although the group is depicted as almost diabolical, there might be some wretched circumstance behind their becoming that way, and that there may be some kind of trouble in their life outside of what you see in the movie. If the scene where Ryu kills them was not going to be pleasant, I hoped it would not go down easily.


    KIM: Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance filters out the emotions and observes the incidents from an objective point-of-view. This evokes a peculiar wavelength. There are many impressive scenes. The scene of Ryu (SHIN Ha-kyun) going to sell his kidney captures him climbing the staircase in silhouette from faraway, and shows him many times. Is this method of showing from a distance the attitude of this movie?


    PARK: The scene of Ryu climbing the staircase is just something I shot lightheartedly I wanted to put a sound like a whirlwind in that scene. That’s because the office of the organ smugglers is located in an outdoor building with no windows. I designed it that way saying that if I wanted that kind of sound, the office had to be in a high place. In the beginning I wanted to use a lot of silhouette in this film, but I controlled myself because I worried it might be too formalistic.


    KIM: It’s also poignant that SHIN Ha-kyun’s hair color is sky blue. And that the color tones of the house that Ryu lives in are brilliant, while the interior of the wealthy house where Dong-jin lives is decorated with a colorless, dry background.


    PARK: Ryu is someone who is talented enough with his hands to draw well and has a strong desire for self-expression, but because he can’t speak, he always has to suppress that. Ryu’s hair color was designed to show his strong desire for self-expression. I wanted a very strong color, and SHIN Ha-kyun dyed his hair with an unusual color called “grass green,” which I liked. His strongly dyed hair helped give this film a bit of a fantastic and surreal atmosphere. Related to that, you referred to the brilliant colors of the set for Ryu’s house and the room next door to him. With scenes showing the life of the working class, it’s easy to fall into the cliché of showing it as gloomy and drab. It’s actually not the case. There are also houses with various and sundry household items and strong use of color. Realism would be nice as well, but inside there is needed a distinctive beauty. My opinions agreed well with those of CHOE Jeong-hwa from the art direction team. His hobby is going around country marketplaces and collecting strange plastic wares. I made good use of CHOE’s talent. As for SONG Kang-ho’s house… I tried to show the house of the kind of rich man who has no wife, and no refined sense himself, and whose growth environment is far from refined. There are traces of the luxurious and expensive, but it’s a household with a drab atmosphere.


    KIM: In Ryu’s narration there is the line, “I’m a nice person,” and there’s also a scene where Dong-jin says, “I think I’ve lived kindly in my own way.”


    PARK: Both of them are characters who claim that they are nice. This film investigates what turns them into monsters. They are characters who say it’s not my fault, I became a criminal because of him; basically the main characters are people who believe they are falsely accused. That such men are committing truly brutal acts is an important motif in this film. The contradiction between the acts they commit and their morality is the theme of Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance.


    KIM: The theme of the movie is couched in irony. Were audiences frustrated that they couldn’t accept it?


    PARK: People were surprised that I made a movie like JSA. And people were surprised that I made Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance. And they said they felt betrayed. The person who really felt betrayed was me. (laughs) I enjoyed making both of them in the same way, but they said that the former was fun and that this film was no fun. JSA is a film that I made thinking that it would be fun, and Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance is the same way. The reason that one gets the feeling that the film as a whole is very ruthless is because the ironic situation doesn’t offset the feeling of cruelty, but rather doubles it. I made the movie hoping that audiences would watch it totally absorbed, without space to catch their breath even once, unable to relax the tension, and that sometimes as they would see moments that were both surprising and comical, they would think, wow, life is really terrible, and afterwards leave the movie drained of energy.


    KIM: In the last scene the camera goes up for a bird’s-eye view.


    PARK: The bird’s eye view is an angle that I like. It appeared a lot in JSA, too. It makes people look like dwarves. Even if it doesn’t call to mind the perspective of God looking down, it makes humans look like insects. It has the effect of making people and objects objectively unfamiliar.


    KIM: You seem to enjoy casting actors from the theater. O Dal-su and O Gwang-rok received attention through your films.


    PARK: It’s true that the film producers and director learned this belatedly, that the place where you can find good actors is on the stage. Theater actors don’t rest in the same place; they constantly change. They’re fundamentally different from people who learned acting through acting classes or TV. To a TV actor, the only important thing is to be natural. There are lots of actors who can’t even do that, but more than that I need an actor with a lot of expressive power. In life, people don’t necessarily live that naturally. What I need is a performance with more expressive power. If you just look at SONG Kang-ho, who started out as a theater actor, he’s a tremendous actor. He’s in a place that normal people like us can’t approach. This is not a story connected with this movie, but in the movie that was SONG’s first success, No. 3, there’s the famous Bulsapa (Gang of Immortals) scene. This is a story that I heard from SONG while we were drinking. He said that at that time he had to stop acting from time to time in the middle of filming. The director, SONG Neung-han, had written only two lines of dialogue for the scene in the script. So SONG Kang-ho took the initiative and improvised the rest of it. He said that the director couldn’t help but continue to watch his performance, confused about whether he should cut. Then why did he quit midway through? Because the actor appearing as his cronies looked too painful holding laughs. The staff members were the same way. He said that even the still cameraman turned his back, afraid he would laugh, and was holding it in. He stopped there because he worried that if he kept going on they would have to shoot it again from the beginning. How’s that? Isn’t that amazing? That’s the pleasure of working with talented actors. Shooting Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance was a really fun, harmonious experience. But the film itself came out as something so vicious. There were even a lot of people unsettled among the staff of the movie. They laughed while we were making it, but the movie came out so venomous. (laughs)


    KIM: Not putting a clear boundary between good and evil is the greatest strength of the emotion this movie conveys.


    PARK: That’s because life is complicated. The last scene, where SONG Kang-ho is dying and tries to read the letter of judgment that the terrorists have pinned to his chest, is sad yet comical. While you’re thinking, people are truly wretched, could you really do that up until the moment of your death, at the same it gives the feeling that it’s really funny. To the end he refuses to let an issue go unexplored. There are situations in our lives in which the situation itself cannot be regulated one way.


    KIM: What is the source of creative ideas for looking at life in that way?


    PARK: The most precise answer is just, “I thought it would be fun.” (laughs) In JSA, there is a definite message. That message is, “Let’s avoid war.” Oh, there’s a message in this movie too: “Why isn’t my life going the way I want it to?” I’m a director who feels that it would be best if there were no coherence. (laughs) I don’t make genre films, but I don’t completely escape from them either. Viewed from a broad perspective, this film is a hard-boiled film noir. That’s because if you keep narrowing it down from there, there’s no space to play around. Genre movies are what I watch with interest. I watch carefully how creative artists make movies while delving between the narrow cracks of genre. But when you make the movie, it becomes completely different. The film’s genre is a kidnapping movie, but the kidnapping itself is not that interesting. What suits my taste is a movie that excites curiosity about genre and takes the viewer to an unexpected place.


    



    Old Boy


    KIM: Let’s talk about Old Boy. In the long action scene in the middle part of the movie where OH Dae-su fights in the hallway outside of the room where he had been held captive, I was stunned to see the scene where the camera follows as if bewitched and captures all of the action in one frame. But why did you shoot the whole scene with one cut?


    PARK: Because it’s a pain, I guess. (laughs) Because it’s OK if only CHOI Min-sik has a hard time. Can I hope to match RYOO Seung-wan in the direction of dazzling and complicated action sequences?


    KIM: It seems like you don’t really like shooting action sequences.


    PARK: It’s something I tried once. Basically, it’s a pain. Gunfights, fist fights, what is there to it?
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    Old Boy, 2003


    KIM: Isn’t there the pleasure of the cinema as moving images?


    PARK: I don’t know. As you know, I’m not really one who likes those things.


    KIM: Just put a few more action scenes in than you’re doing now.


    PARK: Ha ha ha.


    KIM: I heard that you revised the script more than ten times.


    PARK: The writers rewrote several times, and I rewrote maybe around three times. I switched the conclusion and introductory scenes. And I also fixed how the main character OH Dae-su acted once he was released from captivity. From the opening I would say that the atmosphere is more elegant than when it was first written, because CHOI Min-sik’s OH Dae-su doesn’t look like a bungler. As an employee of a travel agency OH is someone who does a lot of overseas travel, but that doesn’t make him part of the elite. He’s also the kind of man who politely propositions the white woman sitting next to him on the plane coming back from Paris, and he gets kidnapped at the airport. It started with more of a Hollywood-film atmosphere than it does now. He’s a character who uses choppy English which, while not fluent, at least forms sentences, and who has a light wit. CHOI Min-sik complained a bit about that. “What, it doesn’t really even seem like a Korean movie…” (laughs) CHOI gave some suggestions, and I switched to what you see in the movie now. He’s a character with somewhat foolish and bungling elements, so it became easier to depict cinematically. As for the middle part, others aren’t interested but for me it was a part that I worried about quite a bit. OH Dae-su assigns a ranking to the people who made him suffer in captivity, remembers it and goes to find them when he gets out of the room. He visits various people, and each one has a different reaction. They say, “Who are you? I don’t remember,” or in some cases they say that they remember but don’t think it was any big deal. As OH Dae-su goes around meeting them, it’s full of tension about him finding the man who held him captive. That’s the part that I thought was enjoyable when I first read the comic it was based on. I mean the situation of the main character faced with a situation where he is forced to review his life through another’s will and comes to remember all the mistakes of himself and the people around him. I thought that kind of story was fun, but for the audience what fun is there in the main character going around guessing wrong? So I took that part out. I also considered showing OH disappearing into a crowd in a beautiful European city for the conclusion, and I wrote about the main female character Mi-do and OH living happily before their relationship ultimately falls apart. In one scene where a character dies in the movie, I considered having him run and then fall dead. His heart is genetically weak and he’s running hard, so he dies. He runs likes crazy from Hangye Ridge. I found it a really funny set-up, but around me everyone said “It’s too strange,” so I gave up on it. (laughs)


    KIM: I have heard CHOI Min-sik had a lot of influence on the form of the finished script. What were his opinions?


    PARK: When I had several different ideas and was in a dilemma, if I asked him “What’s good?” he would choose for me. OH Dae-su’s character in the first scene being drunk and rowdy at the police station was CHOI Min-sik’s idea.


    KIM: OH Dae-su is a normal man. He’s pretty funny and lashes out blindly with his temper, but he gives a feeling of familiarity. It’s also CHOI Min-sik’s character, which was familiar during that time, but after he is held captive his character changes. He becomes solitary, and there is often this subdued narration behind the shot. Basically, his appearance changes into one close to a hero. When he is released from captivity and as a test fights with the hoodlums, he knocks them out with one punch and whispers, “It worked (just like I practiced while held captive),” and that’s a hero’s image. The audience thinks that naturally he will be the hero of this revenge tale, but actually the movie…


    PARK: One way or another, destruction comes. (laughs)


    KIM: What exactly are your tastes that draw you to this kind of story?


    PARK: It’s because I’m from a slightly older generation. I remember old popular films and action films, and I’m always drawn by the story of the hero going into destruction. That kind of heroic beauty is fascinating. Ah, I should be careful about words like “heroic beauty” You could also use them for A Better Tomorrow, and I don’t like that kind of movie. But a revenge story… All revenge stories are dramas of self-destruction.


    KIM: People who haven’t read the comic book that the movie is based on will be constantly frustrated when they see the development and conclusion of this movie, because the revenge and romance are not resolved as expected.


    PARK: The greatest irony of this movie is that OH Dae-su is a violent man, but the outcome isn’t. During the Japanese occupation of Korea, why did the Japanese suddenly surrender just when the Independence Army was going to be ordered in? It’s that kind of feeling.


    KIM: Did you find a kindred spirit in CHOI Min-sik when making the character of OH Dae-su?


    PARK: At the beginning he probably didn’t even know. Actually, I didn’t either. We adapted bit by bit as we made the movie. The fact is, CHOI Min-sik is not a kid any more, and at his age he’s not going to want the character of a hero who just puts on an external show of succeeding in style. On the set, he always whined outwardly, “Why are you making me such a pushover?,” but inwardly he enjoyed working.


    KIM: At the time I happened to meet KANG Hae-jung, who played the heroine Mi-do, and she said that she felt sad that filming had ended. She said that the joy of her life had disappeared.


    PARK: Hmm…you know, even if I don’t make movies well, I have a fun set. That’s what I’m proud of. What’s the secret? It’s choosing actors who can have fun working like that. (Laughs)


    KIM: YOO Ji-tae had been slumping, and with this movie he made a good turning point. His performance seemed natural. Because he doesn’t appear as much as CHOI Min-sik, it must not have been easy to perform.


    PARK: From my perspective, playing OH Dae-su would have been more difficult. From a director’s perspective, the scenes where LEE Woo-jin appears, played by YOO Ji-tae, are short, but he has to be portrayed on an equal footing with OH Dae-su, so it took a lot of effort to balance it out. I made up my mind to do this movie because I thought I could express the Korean language properly. In the movie, LEE Woo-jin says “OH Dae-su, you talk too much,” but actually LEE is the one who talks too much. What is important is how he presents his words so that it isn’t boring. Dialogue in Korean is good for expression while mixing in flavorful insults, it’s good for expressing words with emotion, but it doesn’t suit film noir. With Old Boy, it was convenient to try that kind of thing. OH Dae-su lives in captivity with no conversation for 15 years, and then comes out as a character who can speak laconically. If an unskilled actor did it, I wouldn’t have been able to watch. CHOI Min-sik is a classically trained actor, so he can convince the audience that if he expresses himself awkwardly in words it’s awkward because the character is awkward, not because he’s not a good actor. LEE Woo-jin is a bit different. His unnatural words are all a performance. I think that all of his dialogue and behavior is acting. During the 15 years that he has had OH Dae-su held in captivity, he has practiced what he would say to him. He’s the director and star of this play. There isn’t a second of hesitation or wavering. Even when he turns his head slightly, it’s all staged. So it’s correct to say that YOO Ji-tae’s performance as LEE Woo-jin is not the kind of natural performance that you see from SUL Kyoung-gu. Among the deleted scenes there’s one where LEE practices while watching himself in the mirror. He looks in the mirror and practices speaking in the Gyeongsang Province dialect and fixes his clothes, and the audience thinks, what is he talking about? And then they find out later. I took it out for reasons related to the running time, but preserving the feeling of the language was attractive to me. YOO Ji-tae succeeded in showing that image of LEE Woo-jin. Mainly he practiced his dialogue a lot. He likes to make jokes, so he said he mimicked my way of speaking. He said he used mine because my speaking style is cynical. (laughs)


    KIM: When you filmed YOO Ji-tae and CHOI Min-sik, did you make a distinction in the distance between the camera and the characters?


    PARK: I used a lot of close-ups with CHOI Min-sik. His face is a sight to see in close-up, because of those deep-set eyes and because his expression has curving lines and changes completely depending on the lighting. They say that when directors get older and try to make polished films they avoid close-ups, but I don’t know what that means. You have to shoot close-ups for it to look good, and if you have actors who can say more with their faces than with dialogue or actions, why wouldn’t you shoot that way? CHOI Min-sik is an actor suited to close-ups. Um, on the other hand, YOO Ji-tae has a long body and is thin, so typically in the movie he gives an empty and swaying feeling as though he’s emerging from a yoga posture. He’s tall, so he’s flexible like a bamboo tree, and he’s a person who doesn’t respond no matter how much you hit him. I hoped to preserve that feeling. Actually, this is something I thought after filming. When I filmed it, I just went with the feeling. That’s why you have to constantly talk and play with the actors. It creates itself during that process. (laughs)
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    Old Boy, 2003


    KIM: Actually, OH Dae-su’s emotions are well communicated through the film, his sense of defeat and burning desire for revenge. But the audience doesn’t really know about LEE Woo-jin, the emotions hidden in the heart of this absolute villain. Only at the climax do his emotions pour out like a bursting dam. So I thought that the performance as LEE seemed to have been more troublesome.


    PARK: However… No matter what you do, YOO Ji-tae does not look like a born villain. It’s both his strength and weakness. CHOI Min-sik is the same way as well. No matter what you do, he doesn’t look like a monster. The aspects of YOO that appear sincere and weak are that he keeps observing closely even when he plays a villain. I thought that even though LEE’s emotions are explained later, it’s not too late. OH Dae-su is a man who moves forward and LEE Woo-jin is a man whose growth has been stunted, a man who stopped growing after the death of someone close to him, a man who has imprisoned himself. If OH Dae-su is the type who transforms into another person through the rite of passage of imprisonment, in contrast LEE Woo-jin is the kind of person who has become stagnant.


    KIM: The climax seems like watching something out of a Brian De Palma movie. Things like connecting shouts with a fierce rhythm in the emotional clash between OH Dae-su and LEE Woo-jin, and then from LEE’s finger in the flashback sequence changing to his finger pulling the trigger…


    PARK: It’s very conventional. (laughs)


    KIM: In the last scene where the hypnotist erases the characters’ memories and the camera moves to a bird’s-eye view and observes the snow-covered mountain, is that hope?


    PARK: It’s a mixed emotion. That camera movement gives a feeling of success in erasing the memory through the hypnosis. The feeling of the monster within the memory erasing its traces and disappearing is carried by the camera movement. The accompanying music also is music to mourn the death of the monster in the memory. There is the hope that accompanies succeeding in erasing the memory, but there is also the feeling of mourning the loss of memory.


    KIM: There must have also been a lot of complications because of the set-up with the reversal in the film.


    PARK: On the set the faces of all the staff members turned black when they heard my ideas. And they implored me: “Sir, I have to survive at Chungmuro.” (Laughs)


    KIM: In comparison with Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, the depiction of brutality is somewhat restrained. Even so, violent emotions are fiercely delivered.


    PARK: It’s because Old Boy is a movie where there is no need to depict the brutality. The funny thing is that when I filmed the scene where OH Dae-su’s tongue is cut out, our production team asked the special makeup effects team to make a sculpture of the severed tongue. And I didn’t even ask for it. I asked, “What is this thing you’ve brought onto my set?”, and they said that they prepared it because they thought that naturally we would need a severed tongue. (laughs)


    KIM: Old Boy has a strong atmosphere of fantasy, but the depiction of violence is very realistic. It gives a similar feeling to watching a Martin Scorsese film.


    PARK: Hmm, it’s a little different story from that, but in the scene where OH Dae-su fights with various enemies in the hallway, I had originally intended to shoot with many cuts. What appears in the film now I had intended to shoot as a scene depicting the whole situation. There are parts where even though, as OH Dae-su, CHOI Min-sik makes false moves with his hands and the movements aren’t right, since I had intended to insert other cuts later, I just moved on. But when I looked at it calmly, CHOI Min-sik had stood up against the young stunt actors of the action school and literally fought alone. He acted for dear life in that scene. The feeling of struggle, capturing that feeling intact was the right thing. Momentarily there are a lot of things lacking, but when I saw it as a whole, the atmosphere of that scene comes to life. It’s because OH starts fighting heroically, but gradually begins to look exhausted. The actor really was exhausted. That wasn’t acting. So you could say that the action was realistic. Also, the irony of that scene is that since he isn’t fighting with the object of his revenge, LEE Woo-jin, the action has lost its target. I wanted the feeling of lethargy to be alive in that scene.


    KIM: Do you think this movie has a happy ending?


    PARK: It’s a happy ending in that it shows that love has been realized, and if you ask whether the love has been blessed, it’s an unhappy ending. When I decided to make this movie, it was because that last scene came to mind. Personally, I think it’s a happy ending. Me, finally shooting a movie with a happy ending. There was a tragedy, but they can’t remember it, so who cares? (laughs)


    KIM: Do you agree that that’s a very strong set-up? In Old Boy the director’s ability and the actors’ performances attack the viewer with the feeling of a whirlwind. But I thought, what is the real identity of the man shooting this passionate tragedy? (laughs) The set-up of the original comic was quite Japanese, but it isn’t in the movie. I don’t know where the roots are.


    PARK: In the original comic there was a child who didn’t even count as the outcast at school—they didn’t even think that he existed in his class. During the music class this child sang a song. When he heard the song, OH Dae-su first realized this child’s existence. He felt pity. And he cried. But the child in question felt insulted. Later he commits suicide, and as he fires the gun he says, “I wanted to be a man like you.” Gee! I wonder where that came from. (laughs) I wanted to film it totally differently.


    KIM: When I hear that, even if I haven’t read the original comic I can believe that it’s quite Japanese. What do I call it, the threat of the hidden ‘otaku’? The afflicted part of Japanese society that might explode at any time seems to have exploded in its personal relationships… If the original comic toys with the group consciousness of the Japanese, the movie Old Boy is closer to the director provoking the audience. And there’s a thought that it’s irreverent.


    PARK: Why do you have such complicated thoughts? (laughs) And a while ago you said you thought it was like watching a Brian De Palma movie? Who would ask De Palma that?


    KIM: The critic Robin Wood did. He said that Brian De Palma was the last Hollywood director…to shoot brave spectacles of destruction. And that he was thus a real leftist director (laughs)


    PARK: Wow, that’s cool. I should talk that way too. (laughs)


    KIM: The point is that it seems like your movie walks a tightrope on the borderline of popular taste. I also wonder about what point of contact you meet this society at.


    PARK: I don’t know, it’s kind of an irrelevant answer, but this film is a heroic story, and I’d like it if people saw it as something close to a prototype containing mythology, ancient stories or old fairy tales. It has content with a similar feeling to a story like that of Pandora’s box. That’s how it is with the “eye for an eye” method of revenge or the rite of passage that the hero goes through. If the main character in Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance had a personality representative of his class, here the story that the main character goes through is close to a symbolic archetype. The film is fantasy to a certain extent. As in OH Dae-su’s narration in the last scene where he says, “What has happened until now is the whole of my adventure,” I depicted a hero fighting against destiny, who doesn’t break but intends to go boldly to the end. OH Dae-su putting his red hat on and going out into the snowy field in the last scene creates an atmosphere like a fairy tale. I don’t know what point of contact I meet society at, but I think it’s a success if I touched upon the archetypes that people store in their unconscious.


    



    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance


    KIM: Sympathy for Lady Vengeance is a black comedy about a woman with many faces. Geum-ja is a character where you could attach many modifiers besides “kind,” such as “scary,” “frail,” “ambiguous,” “pathetic” or “cold.”
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    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, 2005


    PARK: The title in Korean means Kind Geum-ja, but actually it’s Ambiguous Geum-ja. If I were to sum it up in a word, I would want to call it Pitiful Geum-ja. She’s a woman who tried but ultimately failed to find salvation for her soul. Geum-ja just shows a different face for each person that she faces. She has her own original image. She’s a woman whom you have to view as a whole and infer to know. In my opinion, she has childish and reckless aspects and is unsophisticated in her thinking. She’s a person who moves blindly according to her own immature logic. For example, as soon as she is released from prison she doesn’t go to see Mr. BAEK, the man whose crime she went to prison falsely accused of, she goes to see the parents of the dead child and chops off her finger. Really, doing that is not going to get you forgiven. That’s something a Yakuza would do. That’s the best she can come up with after spending 13 years thinking about it in prison. She may have taken some story that she heard in prison and put it into practice. Cutting off her finger is an act that comes from the idea that she must do something for the dead child’s parents. She does it because she can’t keep saying “I made a mistake.” The childish action of cutting her finger doesn’t have any benefit, and it’s not going to make anyone feel any better, and it’s not going to get her forgiven, but she does it anyway. It was because Geum-ja had to do something. It’s not important whether Geum-ja is like an angel or a witch; she’s just a simple-minded woman. What was most important to me was the image of her agonizing about something that wasn’t really her fault, thinking that it really was her fault to such an extent, that she was a person with an acutely guilty conscience. That simple-minded aspect makes Geum-ja appear attractive and give me the desire to depict her struggle.


    KIM: The commercial queen LEE Young-ae appears as Geum-ja in Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, and the image she shows isn’t the one of the goddess who perfectly controls her happy life as emphasized in her ads.


    PARK: What Young-ae told me before was that she liked super-low budget independent films and short films, so she wanted to do something new. Because she told me that first, it seemed like I could do anything with that kind of attitude. I wasn’t concerned because I was also able to show kind Geum-ja smiling in prison to the audience, but the images of her being wicked or having a wide range of emotions that she suddenly showed were something that wasn’t there in LEE Young-ae’s performances up until that point. LEE is an actress with far more acting talent than people often believe. Do you remember her performance in One Fine Spring Day? I’ve never seen such a nasty and hateful woman in a movie before. Her toughest image was the one that appeared in Jewel in the Palace. In Lady Vengeance she’s a weak-willed person. She’s also pitiful. LEE Young-ae earned a lot of money and popularity with the Korean people in Jewel in the Palace. Now it seems like she’s been liberated. People have also asked me after seeing the movie if maybe LEE Young-ae resisted showing such an extreme image, but that wasn’t the case at all.


    KIM: Her performance in Lady Vengeance is surprising in that it contains an image that she has never shown in other popular media, the image of a wicked woman changing like a chameleon from extreme rage to hate and so on.


    PARK: The scene that seems the most impressive in the movie is one that LEE Young-ae had a hard time filming. When filming her expression changing into various forms, I fed 1,000 feet of film into the camera and started rolling. I told her that I wasn’t going to cut, so she should continue until she felt she was done. She performed everything from a broadly smiling expression to sobbing. I selected the scenes that looked the least pretty and edited those in. What I learned for the first time during this work was that LEE Young-ae is really tenacious and tough, to a scary extent. She was thorough about breaking past the boundaries of her existing image. On the set, when I looked at the frightening expression she made while Geum-ja is punishing Mr. BAEK on the monitor, I screamed. Originally I had asked Young-ae for a certain kind of gaze, but then she asked if it might not be better to have Geum-ja concentrating on Mr. BAEK. So I said do it that way, stepped back and went into filming, and Young-ae looked stealthily into the camera. I was going to yell cut, but I saw that and covered my mouth. We almost had a mistake because of me. The face was so scary.


    KIM: Sympathy for Lady Vengeance is not a movie that unfolds with a structure of confrontation. There is an obvious villain, but it’s actually a movie that concentrates on Geum-ja.


    PARK: In Lady Vengeance, the logic of Geum-ja the person is important, so showing everything about her object of revenge is not important. Geum-ja has less sound a motivation compared to other heroes of revenge stories. At best she has decided to prescribe and execute revenge on Mr. BAEK, the person who turned her into a criminal. Is that a motivation? Enough to attack him after 13 years of preparation? Because of this personality of the main character, the film unfolded without the confrontational structure. It could be called a movie where the main character confronts herself, the person who chose in the past to help Mr. BAEK and participate in the incident where a young child died. Because of this her confrontation with Mr. BAEK is not important. That’s because, more than the confrontation, what was important was questioning the meaning of revenge itself.


    KIM: Lady Vengeance unfolds like a radio drama, with the structure of a voice actor’s narration explaining the unfolding events while feigning kindness. Like a bystander or an observer, the narrator explains an incident that has not particularly moved forward. Rather than asking where the story is going, the narrator asks where to place the emphasis and what meaning there is to Geum-ja’s actions.


    PARK: In Old Boy there was a voice-over with OH Dae-su’s voice. It has the effect of creating a closer relationship between OH and the viewer. The whole movie followed that strategy. What was important in Lady Vengeance was doing the reverse, detaching the viewers and making them view Geum-ja objectively. It gives the viewer a feeling of coolly describing in the third person. And when the movie ended, I thought it would be fun to make the viewer think, “Oh, this is all the recollection of Geum-ja’s daughter,” that maybe around 50 years have passed and Geum-ja’s daughter is remembering. In the early part of the movie, there is a line where the narrator says, “Some thoughtless director made this story into a movie.” It’s a joke and it’s meant to be funny, but in the scenes where the actors from my earlier movies appear there’s also a similar self-parody effect. In Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance SONG Kang-ho and SHIN Ha-kyun appeared in an antagonistic relationship, but here they appear together as killers, and I thought it would be funny to show them being chummy. YOO Ji-tae appears in Geum-ja’s fantasy scene in the movie, and he appears here in a way that recalls the cross-cutting of his image from his youth when he lets go of his sister’s hand in Old Boy’s dam scene. That kind of comparison was fun.


    KIM: The climax of Lady Vengeance was the most controversial part. Up until that point the movie proceeded in a subtly humorous way, but when the revenge section really begins, the revenge is played out with continuous unexpected situations and turns the process itself into chaos.


    PARK: Really, if this movie were one that unfolded normally, the climax should have started long before the climax that appears in the movie now. The scene where Geum-ja meets Mr. BAEK and deals with him should be the climax. But as Geum-ja realizes Mr. BAEK’s other secrets, there is a turning point. The moment where she finds out about his other misdeeds and realizes his secret through the ornament hanging from his cell phone is in a way the climax of this movie. At that point she has an experience where it’s like tumbling into hell. To protect her newborn child she assumed responsibility for Mr. BAEK’s crime and went to prison, but because she did that he was able to commit other crimes. Geum-ja is shocked that her protection of her own child led to this outcome. It’s not something she did, it’s not something she made happen, it didn’t happen with her knowledge, but a sensitive person like Geum-ja comes to bear an immense sense of responsibility. After that her revenge tale moves into a different dimension. From that point on Geum-ja may become a viewer herself watching the revenge tale. In the climactic scene, Geum-ja puts up the collar of her coat and covers her face like a mask. That’s the first time Geum-ja realizes correctly about the meaning of the act of revenge. It’s an emotion that you can’t feel when you carry all your rage and pull the trigger. It’s the same with the situation of the other characters who appear in the climactic scene. They may have felt, shall we say, the fruitlessness of revenge. You can sense it in the fantasy scene where Geum-ja sees the spirit of the dead child. The feeling is that the child is all grown up, but Geum-ja is still stuck in the past. The child doesn’t say a word, but it’s a feeling like he’s looking at her as if to say, “No, this isn’t right. Why did you do it? Do you think I wanted this?”


    KIM: The climax unfolds both as a sacred and solemn ceremony ritualizing revenge and as a scene of riotous disorder. The various faces of the human interior concentrated in the individual Geum-ja come pouring out wildly all at once. The viewer begins to feel confused about who is judging whom, and the significance of the meaning of revenge is thrown into a kind of anarchic disorder.


    PARK: One might see the climactic scene as similar to an image of the jury in a courtroom, but in their flustered appearance there’s also an air of students’ parents gathered together because of problems with their children. Like children they wander around fighting with one another, and even in a dire and tragic situation they say silly things. When the video showing Mr. BAEK’s evil deeds appears in that scene, the characters’ rage rises to its highest point, and the viewers sympathize with that rage. It would have been a much more refreshing movie if the violent scene had followed immediately afterwards. My point of departure for wanting to make this film wasn’t in that. Because of this, time goes by as the situation grows thicker and thicker. The rage in the hearts of the viewers grows thinner. Mr. BAEK is a total villain, but when he suffers vengeance he looks pitiful. There is a curious reversal where the aggressor seems to become the victim and the victim seems to become the aggressor. After the revenge is completed, there are also moments when the people who took part seem to appear as shabby middle-aged men and women. They shared their intense rage with the viewer, became frightening people, and then became wretched-looking people. What this movie expresses is not rage toward the absolute evil represented by Mr. BAEK but the question of what meaning there is in punishing someone. When a bad person is there defenseless in front of you and you have a weapon in your hand, it’s hard to shake off the desire to take revenge. I didn’t want to simply say that revenge is useless or foolish; I wanted to show that even if it is foolish, it’s a hard desire to hold back.


    KIM: In this movie various characters appear around Geum-ja. They generally appear for one or two scenes and disappear, without appearing after that.


    PARK: It’s confusing whether I show them too little or too much. So I tried to choose actors who would make you interested and excite curiosity just from looking at their faces. Among them, the character with the most weight is Detective CHOI, played by NAM Il-u. The actor KIM Myeong-su had praised NAM a lot from before, saying that he was stylish and had excellent character. While we met to discuss the casting of CHOI, I emphasized that this movie did not need the image of a forbidding and coarse detective. I was looking for the image of a detective who was decent, who didn’t look especially enthusiastic, and most of all who was older and looked like he would retire soon. I was thinking over who could be that kind of actor when I remembered what KIM Myeong-su had said and contacted him right away. The character isn’t explained very much, but he likes to hum hymns to himself. That tells you about the character. That’s the general method of expressing the other characters in this movie, with the exception of Geum-ja.


    KIM: Sympathy for Lady Vengeance is not tied in any scene to one emotional reaction. That’s how it is in the scene where Geum-ja captures Mr. BAEK, puts her daughter, who had been adopted and can’t speak Korean well, between them, and has a conversation with her through Mr. BAEK’s interpretation. The situation of the mother and daughter who were forced to part ways becomes twisted with an odd humor through the feeling of Mr. BAEK’s feigned fluency in interpreting English.


    PARK: The scene where Mr. BAEK acts as an interpreter is funny due to the situation at hand. His speaking style was rerecorded afterwards. At the time of filming, his tone was indifferent. In the version recorded later, he takes turns imitating the mother’s and daughter’s speech style when he does the interpretation. The act of courting disapproval even when he’s going to be killed is very much in character for Mr. BAEK. The tone of Mr. BAEK’s indifferent voice recorded originally at the time of filming had aspects that drew the situation along sentimentally. Only the emotions between the mother and daughter were conveyed to the audience. So I wanted to make a scene that made the audience go from tears to laughter. Mr. BAEK has always been a person who invites anger. That’s his personality. When he first confronts Geum-ja after she has been released from prison, he criticizes her, saying “What kind of eye makeup is that?” He may have said that since no matter what he did, he was going to die anyway. No matter how much time has gone by, he still sees Geum-ja as just a high school girl. At that time she was under his thumb, so he may have been fooled into thinking he could control her now as well.


    KIM: This scene was also impressive. In the scene where she goes home carrying the cake she made, the bakery employee who pined after her walks behind her and sings the popular song “The Girl with the Red Shoes.” “Clip-clop, the sound of shoes, the girl with the red shoes…” In the street the snow is falling in drifts. A horror movie atmosphere is unexpectedly formed, but the scene is beautiful and lyrical. Various incompatibe emotions are fused together like this in one scene. In the following scene, Geum-ja offers the cake to her daughter, who has come to greet her, and they eat the cake in the street.


    PARK: The man said when she was released from prison that she would be cleansed if she ate tofu, and this is a similar act. Geum-ja asks herself, “What has happened to my salvation?” To her, it is important to eat a cake that she made herself. In the original script, Geum-ja pointed her finger up toward the snowy sky, because we couldn’t bear shooting it only beautifully and lyrically. She had to do something awkward for us to put our minds at ease and finish the movie. LEE Young-ae could have shied away from the awkward conclusion of this scene from the position of a beautiful actress, but she said she would gladly do it.


    KIM: At the first screening of this movie in Korea, some members of the Western media who saw the film anticipated that it would have much more appeal to viewers in Western, Christian countries than Old Boy. This also says that it is possible to read the moral view of Lady Vengeance as one based in Western, Christian notions.


    PARK: It’s not. I think that Lady Vengeance is a movie with a strong regional character. It’s a movie with a character that’s basically hard to enjoy seeing if you’re not a viewer used to the existing image of the actress LEE Young-ae. I’m also opposed to the opinion that sees the themes of sin and redemption or guilt and obsession as Western concepts. Those concepts are already exceedingly well established as routine in our lives as well. I feel that perhaps the time has come for us to show them in our own way. More than that, from the director’s viewpoint I would be happy if audiences reacted by viewing it as questioning in a somewhat peculiar way the ethics of judging what is right and wrong.


    [image: Image]


    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK, 2006


    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK


    KIM: There is one question that came to mind the most as I watched I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK. With Young-goon, played by LIM Soo-jung, It’s well explored and expressed what her fantasies are and why they need to be cured, but with JUNG Ji-hoon’s Il-soon, why he gets involved to such an extent in Young-goon’s business and how he’s being treated is dealt with relatively insufficiently.


    PARK: That conversation took place while the script was being written; we debated whether we should explain in as much detail about Il-soon as we did with Young-goon. In many films where people with psychological problems appear, they keep the question of how they got that way as a kind of secret and then tell you and explain everything, but we didn’t think that was necessary.


    KIM: The character of Il-soon is interesting. When he says that he’s stealing people’s characteristics, the people who are his objects also think that their characteristics are being stolen. He lives his life stealing other people’s characteristics, like being an animal or being a woman. He’s a person who can have more ego on the pretext of deficiency and who can become more of a presence through union with more things.


    PARK: Digging into Il-soon was not something I intended. If you ask me why I didn’t set any goal, I have nothing to say, but there’s no need for Il-soon to become a better entity. By being asked by Young-goon to steal her sympathy and fulfilling the request, Il-soon unwittingly becomes a person filled with sympathy. Through this, Young-goon’s goal, namely achieving a cyborg-like cyborg, comes closer, and to that end she also avoids eating. But now that Il-soon has sympathy, he can’t just leave Young-goon alone to not eat and watch without doing anything. We wonder what kind of compromise can be reached in the relationship between Young-goon, who thinks she will break down if she eats, and Il-soon as he deals with her, and ultimately the two of them reach a compromise through a mechanical device that Il-soon makes. This movie is not interested with the concept of cure. In my view, a cure is impossible. It’s suggesting that even in that situation we should just eat and keep living.


    KIM: In its cinematic structure, while Cyborg uses the fantasies of its character and presents a fantasy by itself, it reaches an ending similar to that of a love story through the process of their reaching an understanding.


    PARK: It doesn’t emerge what kind of person JUNG Ji-hoon’s has become because of sympathy, but his helping Young-goon within their relationship is the biggest change that he shows. That in itself, solving his problem by getting someone else to eat, is the most important aspect of this movie. That’s because there is no other story of Il-soon achieving a solution to any problem; the movie concentrates on the acts of eating and feeding.


    KIM: The first scene of the movie, where the factory appears, it first shows the heroine having gone crazy in a very logical and mechanical reality, just like in Metropolis. After that it shows the world of fantasy she lives in after she has gone crazy. However, her mad world is much more fantastic and interesting than the normal, ideal, rational world.


    PARK: I thought that would be sufficient, witnessing her mother and aunt take away the grandmother and the “white men” coming in an ambulance and taking the grandmother away. I think it was expressed adequately with just the order shown in the factory and that much story. Anything more than that is not my goal. I designed this movie as a simple, picturesque world with the peculiar sleekness of the digital screen-that is, a slightly childish world. The characters’ way of thinking and actions are also based in juvenile emotions. For example, that’s the way it is with Young-goon thinking that the goal of her existence is to end the world. Her anger toward the people who took her grandmother away by force so that she couldn’t even put in her dentures and led her to death, that’s the wrath of a child. It’s the world of the kind of emotion where she thinks, “I wish it would all end. I wish the world would be destroyed. They should all die.”


    KIM: Have you by any chance seen Iwai Shunji’s Picnic?


    PARK: I finished the script and someone recommended that I see it. There were elements that resembled my film.


    KIM: In Picnic as well, there are suggestions that it would be great if the world came to an end, but there the film pushes that view too far and it instead creates a feeling of distance. But in this movie Young-goon has the thought that she wants to kill everyone, but the movie doesn’t support or agree with that idea.


    PARK: I don’t think that I need to follow suit and intrude on the emotions of certain characters. This movie is like that in particular. It’s good enough if the characters can be shown in such a way that you can understand them. The important thing is that her anger in wanting to end the world, her illusion that it’s her duty, is now the strength that allows her to live. At the moment she realizes, “Finally, I know my duty. As a cyborg, my present goal is the end of the world,” she has to live well any way she can, and every time it rains she has to go out and wait for lightning. That kind of paradox is important to me. It’s not important to me whether I agree with her determination to end the world.


    KIM: The “seven deadly sins” that appear in this movie represent the polar opposite of the morals that are often espoused in society, the principles of a kind person. They say that you must not be kind, that it’s harmful to your mental health…


    PARK: No, that isn’t what it means. Instead they’re saying that the seven deadly sins are necessary. The seven deadly sins are elements that a cyborg must not have, but conversely, they are a list of necessary emotions for a person. This is a movie that says that you need things like a grateful heart or compassion. Because Young-goon believes that she can only exist if she doesn’t have these things, she thinks they are like a growth that she must quickly shake off and remove. That’s the paradox of this movie. And the heroine meets the hero and asks him to do away with what she wants most of all. So this is a simple movie, just like it seems.


    KIM: Even if this is a movie that romps freely within fantasy, it’s hard to avoid completely the question of how to understand the metaphor and symbolic expression within it. Besides that, you could also have tried for a little more formal beauty within it’t.


    PARK: This is a movie that reveals these aspects of the patients explicitly and directly through various instances of dialogue, actions and images. Of course, the film does not approach the patients from a clinical perspective. It reveals them through obvious metaphors. This is also a story that suggests abandoning hope and being strong. And it’s also the story of a person who says he will give a lifetime guarantee of repairs, watching to see if someone’s screw comes loose or if she breaks down. And it’s also a movie that says that that is love. If you view that patient as a subject for treatment, it’s a slightly different approach, but in any event it’s a movie that says, “It’s OK,” and suggests eating instead. It’s a movie where what I want to say is clear-cut. The formal beauty of the narrative is different for each movie. From the beginning I planned for this movie to have a slightly loose composition, and I thought that a tight structure was not needed when you make this kind of movie. Also, things like intentionally making the contrast weak in the shouts to make it appear indistinct are along the same lines. A composition with a high degree of tension and density is not the orientation of this film.


    KIM: Cyborg has aspects that break down the conventionally conceived boundaries of the story and put the audience through an ordeal. Comparing the time before you made the movie and now, when you saw the reactions around you, how much did you feel you had achieved that you conceived at the beginning?


    PARK: It was a story that we really liked in our group. It seems like it gave a feeling of disorientation to the people who first saw it, but I don’t know why that is. First of all, when they see the fantasy scenes, it doesn’t seem like the audience views them as part of the narrative. I mean, if we view it as a sentence, it’s something that you could leave out if you rearrange the syntax, like a part in parentheses or an adverb phrase or adjective phrase. Actually, in this movie the narrative unfolds and progresses through the fantasy scenes, but since it’s all parenthetical it could be taken as something that becomes more unnecessary and boring the more it appears. After that, if you keep thinking analytically about what things mean, there are quite a lot of wild things that appear in this movie, so it constantly makes you think of other things. So it seems like there are some audiences who can’t give themselves over to the flow. The audience members whose reactions I anticipated were those who didn’t approach it analytically, who hadn’t seen my movies for all this time and so they didn’t have any prejudice. Especially young audiences… (laughs)


    KIM: Do you think that this movie is extreme among your works? I mean in terms of style or other areas.


    PARK: More than saying it’s extreme, I could say that it’s the movie where what I conceived was the most consistently carried out and the movie that is closest to my conception. Actually, Cyborg is a movie that changed a lot compared to the script or storyboards. But it’s the closest to those big drawings I made when I first conceived of the movie. Maybe I would say instead that it came out the most similarly because I filmed it with a free and relaxed mind.


    KIM: It seems that the code meshes well with the writer, JEONG Seo-gyeong. In terms of the taste for a story that moves in a wild direction. (laughs)


    PARK: That’s how it is with being wild and enjoying humor, writing dialogue that doesn’t fit the context, seeming to go one direction and then giving a sideways glance and heading somewhere else. Like children do.


    KIM: You once compared Cyborg with Sam Peckinpah’s Junior Bonner. Does that mean that it’s a movie done while resting, a kind of break, or that you made it the most comfortably?


    PARK: I guess it means that it’s a gentle, almost violence-free, slightly relaxed movie.


    KIM: But it’s not really violence-free, is it? (laughs)


    PARK: That’s because it’s violence that audience watches knowing it’s a fantasy, so they’re not scared. You can accept that kind of thing, even if it’s brutal.


    KIM: There’s the violence, but this time there is also no sexual allusion or expression. In critical discourse the female cyborg is one of the actively discussed themes, in that the woman is not constrained in her body and recognizes herself as a cyborg. I thought that you might utilize the girl recognizing herself as a cyborg or that symbolism, but ultimately her fantasy is simple. In fact, the eating disorder may also be a problem that connects with rejection of physicality. The connecting of the eating disorder and the cyborg is an amusing code, but I feel that I would have liked it if those things had been connected a bit more closely. Also, aren’t eating disorders related with a sexual code? Since it’s an act of desiring to negate and neuter the self with a female body. However, it seems that LIM Soo-jung was portrayed too maternally, and even when she takes off her clothes in front of JUNG Ji-hoon’s, she is just scrawny like a young girl. In the ending scene as well, the sexuality has all flown away from LIM Soo-jung’s body, and so it doesn’t feel tawdry.


    PARK: That’s clearly intentional. When it comes to references to the body, think about the time when Young-goon first says to her mother in the kitchen, “I think I’m a cyborg.” When I was telling Young-goon’s mother what I wanted in her performance, I asked her to treat her daughter like an under-aged girl who is pregnant. It’s the kind of thing where she looks her up and down and says, “Is there something wrong with your body?” “I have no problem the way you live your life. Just make sure that others don’t find out about it.” “Your mother owns a restaurant. If her daughter says that she’s a cyborg, who will come to eat there?” Besides that, there are sexual scenes that appear frequently—with the rockets launching from their feet when they kiss; the scene of the finger in the empty wine bottle; the face staring with a meaningful gaze while pulling off the bandage, saying, “My socks aren’t the only thing that’s wet,” when the two are alone in the tent; and the rainbow that signifies ecstasy or delight. When Il-soon opens up Young-goon’s back and fixes the inside of her body, the sexual nuance is obvious when he says, “OK, I’m going in.” They all have that kind of meaning, but I still don’t think of the image of a man and woman naked and embracing as the sexual act. It’s just like playing house to a degree that if the adults see it they will be shocked—a little over the line. Amid all kinds of sexual symbols, the two of them are really saying, “What is that? We don’t really know.”


    KIM: In a psychiatry department, one of the biggest problems in patient management is sexual contact between patients—people who have lost their reason and don’t know what to do with their unwieldy bodies. But there is nothing of that kind of aspect in Cyborg. Even in the case of the woman who constantly decorates her body, played by BAK Jun-myeon, she works hard decorating her body, but there doesn’t seem to be any sexual code.


    PARK: That’s right. To make it clear that it’s a movie without sexual nuance, the story of the pathological liar patient that appears in the early part of the movie is instead dressed up with sexual content. When she speaks of the patient who fantasizes about being Heidi of the Swiss Alps, “Parents are important, to a girl the father in particular,” the patient looks back with an expression that hints that she has a secret. The patient explains that O Dal-su’s character fell in spiritual love with a cow, but it’s hinted that it was actually not at all spiritual. She also says that Il-soon was raped in the military. They’re all sexual stories, but as it is revealed that they are all lies, the movie proceeds to completely exclude that kind of thing. Sexual issues are fairly sensitive, so even if they appear in small amounts your attention keeps getting distracted toward them. So I wanted to exclude them this time.


    KIM: In the film’s opening the image of the machine’s gears turning was depicted rather painstakingly, and as it subsequently connected to a depiction of the space in the style of Metropolis, I had already accepted that sexuality with a carnal sense would be completely excluded from this film. When Il-soon deals with Young-goon’s weak body as well, he acts like he’s operating a machine. I Don’t dislike this approach, but if, when you view it dualistically, you have on the one hand the mechanical, rational and logical, the people in this movie are the opposite kind, with a screw loose, like a spring gone wrong. Compared to the mechanically portrayed doctors, they are shown as much more fun and as kaleidoscopic, more human humans.


    PARK: That’s right. My thinking regarding the mechanical is twofold. Young-goon’s desire for the machine is so great that she has come to think of how it would be if she were an industrial product, and I wrote (the script) thinking that that desire could be understood. How much would one have to want to have a use or service for her life, a value, to be that way? So when she goes around shooting a machine gun with a blank expression, the happiness that she feels is twofold. It says that envying a machine can appear very desirable. In my life as well I think how nice it would be if there were an instruction manual, or to quote the line from the movie, “I wish that my life had a level gauge attached and a certificate of content included.”


    KIM: I get the idea that the elimination of sexuality suits the tenor of this movie well, since starting from the set-up that she is a cyborg, she is a being with a body where sexuality has been eliminated.


    PARK: The reason I’m constantly comparing this movie to playing house is because it seems like they’re playing certain roles, like the roles of a man and woman in love, in that sexual things keep appearing but the characters within act like people who really don’t have those desires. The feeling that they don’t know anything while they perform sexual actions seemed like it would be more suitable and look cuter than a movie like a blank slate.


    *     *     *


    KIM: I have always thought that your films had the same underlying tone. Even while you act like you re following the fantasy line that many people want, you say, “This isn’t enough,” and move toward films that ultimately end with something close to antiheroes and an anticlimax. While doing that, you make films that disturb or shatter hope or conventional ideas toward life. Viewing them from a stylistic dimension, I think that since Old Boy, which had a high emotional temperature and thus excited the audiences and got them on your side, you cooled that off a bit in Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, and with this movie you cooled it off more. You let people know the color clearly, but I wonder if maybe it went a bit more adventurously in terms of empathy.


    PARK: I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK is full of devices to block empathy. As for the next work, I don’t know—I don’t think it will be that way.


    KIM: What is your favorite out of your movies so far?


    PARK: If we’re just looking at full-length films, it’s Cyborg. I have the most fun watching it. I’m most sympathetic toward Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance. I might say that out of all my children I put the greatest amount of affection into it and it hurt the most seeing it being treated unkindly. Compared to the welcome that Old Boy received, the audience reaction was also extremely meager. It’s not a full-length feature, but I also like the segment in Three…Extremes, which was an omnibus film. It’s also a movie that I did after finishing Old Boy, accomplishing teamwork with most of the staff I had worked with on that film, and I had a good time working on it.


    KIM: Before, the directors PARK Chan-wook and BONG Joon-ho were often lumped together in discussion for convenience, but after seeing this movie I felt there was a definite point of distinction. Some time ago I met with BONG Joon-ho, and he said that at the time of Barking Dogs Never Bite he would make a movie where he could bring about a reversal even with dried radish slices. And then meeting with terrible failure, he thought he should adhere to genre codes for up to 80 percent of the movie. The movies that he made that way were Memories of Murder and The Host. It’s like making movies the way in which you just get the audience on the bus saying it’s heading for some place, and take them to a completely different place. In contrast, your films play out in a form with many more cracks in the story from the beginning. There is a modern fascination in that you offset them with a detailed portrayal of the visual appearance. Audiences who don’t follow along in that process may complain that the movie should have a story that anyone can understand.


    PARK: There really isn’t much that can’t be understood. Of course, it’s an unfamiliar form so people might be disconcerted. It’s an issue that depends on whether you view the film straightforwardly or view it while adjusting to the obsessions. If you follow it just as you see it, there’s nothing that will be difficult.


    KIM: What kind of project have you been working on recently?


    PARK: I’m writing the script for Evil Live. We’ll be able to start filming by winter 2007 at the earliest, early 2008 at the latest. Originally I had planned to proceed with Evil Live much more quickly, but the work on the screenplay didn’t go the way I wanted it to. The people around me who read the draft said that it wasn’t enjoyable, so I wondered if maybe my energy level had dropped and I rested for a few months. Let’s say that I did some psychological health supplementation by watching some movies I hadn’t gotten to see and doing some reading. Once again I’m in high spirits, so I’m in the middle of writing. I’ve received an offer to direct, for the fall, an omnibus film about New York, so I’m scheduled to go to New York and do some filming there. That’s in the middle of the idea stage. I have also received an offer for directing in Hollywood, but I haven’t made a decision about that. It’s a Western to star Samuel L. Jackson, and the agency thought that it was a pretty satisfactory script but that there were some things I could touch up. Opinions are being tuned, and if the script is fixed according to my ideas, there is a possibility of me directing that.


    KIM: I’ve been wondering about this. There is a feeling that your films have suddenly taken a leap in quality starting in the 2000s. I still have a fresh memory of how stunned I was personally seeing Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance. Up until then, you were a director who knew a lot about movies, but you hadn’t really proven your talent with a work that seemed finished. What kind of change exactly was there inside of you since the time of Joint Security Area?


    PARK: I never stopped writing scripts. I always thought about movies. Something must have naturally accumulated inside of me. Wait, when I shot the short film Judgment in 1999 and I realized anew the importance of actors—that would also be one reason. Up until then I had prioritized a film’s formal beauty and style, and I realized that the actors’ performances are the most important thing in a movie. Even now I get bored with movies where the actors’ performances are bad, and I can’t watch them. One of the ways I changed as I got older was that I established a position as a director who communicates with the actors and draws out the best performances.


    KIM: In 2007, Korean film is facing a situation of commercial stagnation. What are your thoughts on that?


    PARK: Gee, I don’t know. It’s true that Korean film has been overrated during this time. What is a bit worrisome is whether investors will accept the risk of going a little farther. The worst-case scenario is that I’ll have to work hard saving up money so that I can at least make low-budget movies. (laughs) I like the classics, but I also like B-movies, and I like the uncompromising personal vision that you could always see in those movies. Talented directors, not just me, have to worry together about whether we can survive in the market making those kinds of films.
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    Biography


    



    PARK Chan-wook was born a native of Seoul in 1963. As a member of a relatively well-off middle-class family with a university professor father, he grew up in an atmosphere rich in artistic knowledge, where the whole family would enjoy discussing Bach albums over the dinner table. However, no one knew that he would become a film director. Friends who knew him in college thought he would become a film reviewer. He entered the Department of Philosophy at Sogang University to study aesthetics, but disliking the college’s leaning toward the analytic philosophy of Britain and the United States, he joined a photography group and become closer to films. At the same time, he studied film theory through a campus film circle. Based on the theory he studied in the circle, he began writing criticism as a part-time job at the film magazine Screen.


    His decision to become a film director came after seeing Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo on video at school during his senior year. Falling in love with the film, he saw it several times and felt that he too had to become a director. Entranced by the film’s private beauty, he became part of the production team for director YOO Yeong-jin’s Ggamdong after graduation, and developed an unreserved relationship with the director KWAK Jae-yong (director of My Sassy Girl and Windstruck), who was the second assistant director on the set. With that affinity, he worked as assistant director on KWAK’s debut, A Watercolor Painting on a Rainy Day. On the set of that movie, a youth romance steeped in sentimentality, PARK carried a lot of responsibility as a beginning assistant director, but when the filming had reached about 90% completion, he ultimately left the set. The conditions of the Korean film industry at the time of the late 1980s, where he had to endure pre-modern rough production practices and inferior set conditions due to a long period of bad business, were a tough working environment for a scholarly, sincere young man to bear.


    After that he spent his time writing various scripts, but after marrying in 1990 he came to believe earnestly that he needed to earn more money. To earn a living he began working at a film production company, and as he did such work as caption translation, poster design and interactions with individual theaters for film premieres, he lived the life of a salary man for one year. It was the time when the TV set and video player were assuming a place as necessary electronic devices in every household in the country, and large businesses that had been dedicated to the sale of video players moved competitively into the film industry from a standpoint of securing software. The opportunities offered by the new order of the film industry led by large businesses came also to PARK Chan-wook. A video company called Dreambox, affiliated with Samsung Products, suggested buying video rights, and requested the making of the low-budget film The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of. To PARK, an opportunity to return to the set of a movie had been provided. The producers demanded that it be shot with a low budget and that it star the singer and then-teen idol LEE Seung-chul. Without confidence that he could get a performance from the singer, he hesitated, and finally confessed to an older director acquaintance that he wanted to abandon the project. The director advised him, “There’s a world of difference between how Chungmuro treats new directors and aspiring directors who haven’t made a debut. Even if the conditions are inferior, by all means make your debut.”
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    The original suggestion of the film company was to make a film that slightly copied the Zucker Brothers’ comedy Ruthless People. Naturally he said that he couldn’t do that, but just because there was no script or anything prepared didn’t mean that he should miss his opportunity to make a debut. When he made his debut, he envisioned risking all with a new technique of expression, even if he was making a clichéd, sentimental drama. But conditions of the set of The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of proceeded with more difficulty than anticipated. In a situation where he had to finish all filming in the allotted schedule, even if he didn’t like the results, the then-famous director of photography shot the movie amid a murderous schedule where he was working on seven films at the same time. What with shooting several films at the same time and participating in the planning of several other films, the director of photography often fell asleep while shooting, and expressed annoyance if the director asked for complicated camera work. Neophyte director PARK Chan-wook often wept over drinks to calm his distressed heart.


    The producers believed firmly in the effect LEE Seung-chul’s appearance would have, but The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of bombed at the box office. During the first weekend, LEE’s young fans filled the theater, but after that the theater seats were completely empty. The film was also released on video, but the videos have all been removed from the rental outlets across the country, so it is hard to find now. It was a complete failure. Nobody paid attention to the movie, but the young assistant directors, who had been preparing their own debuts, unanimously judged PARK’s debut as a film with a distinctive cinematic style and encouraged him. PARK still cannot forget the names of these people who showed him kindness at the time. They made their debuts later, and now have assumed their places as leading directors. They were KIM Sung-su (director of The Warriors), LEE Hyeon-seung (Il Mare) and YEO Kyun-dong (Out to the World).


    With the failure of his debut, PARK once again picked up his pen. In regular columns at a film magazine he began writing criticism of films released on video. A devotee of Hitchcock, he was at first captivated by elaborate and sophisticated movies with a high degree of technical accomplishment. Hitchcock’s films were a model of perfect plotting and montage. PARK’s curiosity about psychoanalysis as well was one of the factors that led him to worship Hitchcock at the time. But his devotion towards Hitchcock gradually shifted toward the rough yet bold films of directors like Nicholas Ray and Sam Raimi. His taste started changing from well-made genre films to B-movies. His tour of films started at first with art films and auteurist cinema, went through genre film and gradually moved toward a taste for B-movies and cult films. For a while he was infatuated with Hong Kong films as well. It was the time when John Woo’s films were popular, but he came into contact with films that were not sleek like Hollywood films, but more attractive because of their incompleteness, in little-known Hong Kong films like those of Waise LEE and Danny LEE. He was constantly drawn by films that were coarse but revealed individual character, by little-known films. In PARK’s approach to Korean films as well, he praised films like LEE Doo-yong’s The Trouble-solving Broker and KIM Ki-young’s Woman of Fire and Insect Woman series more highly than the works widely known through textbooks. (PARK, having belatedly seen Goryeojang at a KIM Ki-young retrospective held at the Seoul Art Cinema in 2007, said he was shocked, and that if he had seen the film a little earlier when he was young, it would have been of great help in his film directing classes.)


    It was not easy for him to direct his second film, but PARK steadily wrote film criticism. PARK wrote criticism for several magazines, with no other particular source of income, and the writings accumulated considerably. A book of his collected criticism was published, entitled The Discreet Charm of Film-Watching: Videodrome. (This book went out of print, but recently PARK collected some of his other writings and had them published by another company under the title PARK Chan-wook’s Homage, and it became a bestseller.) In this book it is clearly revealed what kind of film he feels affection for. From blockbusters like Alien3 to B-movies like Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia, from Spanish director Pedro Almodovar’s Matador to Hong Kong cinema, from cult films like Attack of the Killer Tomatoes to Jean-Luc Godard’s Contempt, from noir classics to recent horror films, they encompass all genres, but his standards for evaluation are clear. Instead of films that others could hold up as art films or call masterpieces in film textbooks, he found hidden films and explained why even their flaws were fascinating. He resolutely proclaimed Sam Peckinpah’s Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia, snubbed and scorned by reviewers and audiences, to be “a real masterpiece,” and sent praise to the poverty-row aesthetic of low-budget films. The book became required reading for film buffs.


    “It’s a peculiar genre of art where even if the movie as a whole isn’t all good, there can still be an attraction that makes it worth seeing. For example, something like, ‘The film’s first 15 minutes are pretty brilliant,’ or ‘Everything else is lousy, but the actors’ performances are amazing. ” The realization that PARK obtained crossing the vast ocean of film was the freedom of film. “When you watch a lot of movies, you come to say, oh, that can be a movie too. The strength to think of film outside of the fixed mold, I think that is the strength of the real film fan,” he says. According to PARK, there are two categories of film buffs. One is the kind who regards it as the prerogative of the fan to memorize the lineage of film line by line and distinguish quotations taken from this or that film, and the other watches many films to arrive at the thought that any scene is possible and seeks to be free from the conventional. Of course, he feels that he is of the latter group.


    With the rhythm of a life of writing criticism and scripts for new movies, PARK was introduced by a friend in 1993 to the (now deceased) director LEE Hun. He says, “The person who had the greatest influence on how I watch films was LEE Hun.” What the two shared was that they “hated films with posturing, flash and trickery.” While PARK and LEE Hun together sought out films from directors who did not pretend to be artists or great masters and met at coffee shops and bars to share rich debates, PARK steadily worked on preparing new films. He prepared scripts and plans for various films, including The Flower of Evil, a horror film with male and female twins, and Night Flight, the story of a rock group, but each time they were stranded by production difficulties. (RYOO Seung-wan started out on the production team of Night Flight. He has never worked together with PARK on a movie set, but due to the connection of that time, he carries the label of having started out as PARK’s assistant director.)


    In 1997, PARK shot his second film, Trio, but despite the support of a contingent of film buffs, once again he met with frustration at the box office. The 1990s were a harsh time for PARK. He wrote the script for Anarchists and nearly directed the film, but due to a difference of opinion with the producer, another director ended up directing it, and it was completed in 2000. This was not necessarily a bad sign. In 2000 PARK came to direct Joint Security Area. When he was offered the opportunity to direct this film, which was based on a novel, PARK was working as a radio DJ and submitting criticism for regular columns in five magazines. He ceased all reviewing activity and declared that he would work only on directing. This film, whose main characters are North and South Korean soldiers working at the Military Demarcation Line at Panmunjeom, did not attract a lot of conversation at the time of production. Depicting Northern soldiers in a way unfiltered by the anti-Communist ideology that had existed under the long period of dictatorship was long considered taboo. Under favorable conditions with relatively broadened freedom of expression in film, as KIM Dae-jung, who had started out as an activist for democratization, was elected president, the film was completed safely, and it excited curiosity about the casting of stars like LEE Byung-hun, SONG Kang-ho, SHIN Ha-kyun and LEE Young-ae. The film capped off a mystery-style narrative with a melodramatic climax, moving deftly between emotions of comedy and tragedy and led to an incredible box office success for the career of PARK Chan-wook.


    People were amazed that PARK, with his cult movie tastes, was capable of making a popular film. PARK passed it off as a joke, saying “My tastes haven’t changed. JSA is a well-made commercial film, but in my eyes it could also be an example of queer cinema dealing with division.” But he himself admitted that his thoughts about actors had changed. What brought this about was the short film Judgment, which he made in 1999. “I really enjoyed working on that film. I was proud of getting away from the burden of financial success that you have with a feature-length commercial film and making a film that I really wanted to make. As I laughed and had fun with the staff and actors on the set, I realized all over again the truth that the major attraction of film is in the actors. When we were young and said we wanted to see a film, wasn’t it really true that wanting to see particular actors was the biggest factor? When I was saying that I was digging deeper into films, I was more attracted by the stylistic individuality of the director instead of the attraction of the actors for a while, but I came to realize for the first time that the source of a film’s attraction is the actor. This realization became the most important principle when I directed films after that. It’s the self-evident principle that direction exists to draw out the most of the fascination coming from the actor’s performance.”


    After JSA, PARK was widely known as “an actor’s director.” Most of his starring actors have shown off their best performances in their filmographies through PARK’s films, from SONG Kang-ho, SHIN Ha-kyun and BAE Doo-na in Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, to CHOI Min-sik and YOO Ji-tae in Old Boy, to LEE Young-ae in Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, and, most recently, to LIM Soo-jung in I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK. Even YUN Jin-seo, who played the role of LEE Woo-jin’s high school student older sister in Old Boy, has since risen to lead roles through other films. On the set, PARK is famous as a director who doesn’t talk very loud. He says his secret is that, “I use good actors, and more fundamentally, I have them twisted to my will before we even start filming,” but he is adept at properly capturing the actors’ desire to do different performances from what they had done previously and creating a welcoming atmosphere on the set. In the case of CHOI Min-sik, who took on the lead role in Old Boy and showed the best performance of his life, the audience thought that as a legitimate stage actor, he acted well but tended to show broad and exaggerated actions solidified on the stage. Instead of suppressing that quality of CHOI as an actor, PARK drove Old Boy’s climax toward displaying OH Dae-su’s talent for performance to the maximum. CHOI’s passionate performance as OH Dae-su, laughing and crying in that scene, was both a synthesis of all the performances that CHOI had given up until then and a display of color from a different territory as well.


    In the case of JEONG Jeong-hoon, the director of photography who continued working with PARK after Old Boy, through PARK’s films he has given proof of an individuality that he had been unable to show in films shot with other directors. As JEONG effectively supported PARK’s style, with its frequent jump cuts and camera movement, he solidified his own role as the most proficient practitioner of camera movement in Korean film as an assistant in completing original framing composition. PARK also showed a quite discerning eye in highlighting performers who had grown up on the stage like O Dal-su, GI Ju-bong and O Gwang-rok through distinctive supporting roles in his films. PARK’s success can be viewed as part of a trend of fomenting a kind of cinematic community in the Korean film industry that preferred films along similar lines. The actors who have appeared in his films sympathize with his cinematic tastes. They occasionally agree with his adventurous preferences, and feel pleasure together with him when pushing forward a somewhat non-commercial taste that leads to success at the box office. This experience of success, which continued at least to Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, was enough to create the most dynamic path in the Korean film industry of the mid-2000s. This was the sweet fruit of success finally being realized for one young director who had spent a long time preparing, who had seen so many films by other people, and who had quietly endured the ordeal of more than 10 years of living as an outsider only to come back with renewed energy.
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    Synopsis


    



    The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of (1992)
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    Ha-young and Mu-hoon are half-brothers. While Ha-young evolves as a photographer, Mu-hoon becomes a slacker working in Busan. Mu-hoon enters into a secret relationship with Eun-ju, the girlfriend of his organization’s boss, and when they are discovered he steals money from the organization and runs off with Eun-ju, but they are soon caught. Mu-hoon escapes with just the money, but Eun-ju’s check is slashed and she is sold into prostitution. For the next year, Mu-hoon travels around looking for Eun-ju, and when he discovers a photograph of Eun-ju taken in the red-light district in Ha-young’s studio, he rescues Eun-ju after a gruesome battle.


    [image: Image]


    Mu-hoon stays with Eun-ju at Ha-young’s studio, and from that point the three of them begin a peculiar relationship of cohabitation. Ha-young notices Eun-ju’s talent and beauty and suggests that she work as a model. Eun-ju has an operation for the scar on her cheek. Meanwhile, the criminal organization in Busan to which Mu-hoon had belonged discovers their whereabouts after a persistent search. Kidnapping Eun-ju, they threaten Mu-hoon, using her safety as the bait. Mu-hoon accepts the mission that they set for him and sneaks into the courthouse to punish a traitor to the organization, but when he discovers that his target is his close friend and colleague Man-su, he abandons the murder plan, and as he flees he is wounded by a policeman’s bullet. Having killed the boss in the chaos, Mu-hoon finds Eun-ju and dies. One year later Ha-young, who still has not forgotten Mu-hoon or Eun-ju, watches a movie featuring Eun-ju, now a star, and sinks into feelings of regret.


    Trio (1997)

    



    A musician who makes his living playing saxophone at a third-rate nightclub, AHN hocks his saxophone at a pawn shop because of the hardships of life. He returns home and, he sees his wife having an affair with another man after putting her daughter to sleep with sleeping pill, and in a rage sets the house on fire. Leaving his child with his mother-in-law, AHN plans to commit suicide in a hotel room when he receives a page from MOON, a violent thief acquaintance with an IQ below 80. MOON meets with AHN at a café and lures him by saying that AHN, with an IQ of 150, and his courageous self would make a fantastic pair, and when AHN responds negatively MOON starts shooting wildly in the café and abruptly makes AHN his accomplice. Maria, an employee at the café and a former nun who gave birth to a child as an unwed mother but gave up the baby, decides that she needs to find her child and joins forces with AHN and MOON as a gang of armed robbers. As they carry out their robberies they try to find Maria’s child, but things do not go as planned. Finally, MOON is abandoned by AHN, whom he had followed as an older brother figure, and together with Maria he carries out a hostage drama with the police at a warehouse. AHN kills his wife and once again plans to commit suicide, but he hesitates because of his daughter. Maria is unable to get her lost child back and also to join MOON, who is in love with her. MOON escapes from the hostage situation in a helicopter and leaves.


    Judgment (short film) (1999)

    



    In the morgue of a hospital, where death is regarded as an everyday occurrence, the body of a woman in her twenties lies, her face damaged in a major disaster. There is a couple claiming that the dead woman is their daughter and a funeral caretaker. Here a government employee in charge of dealing with the accident and a reporter who has come to collect facts become witnesses in discovering the identity of the dead woman. Actually the scar that is the only evidence in identifying her cannot be confirmed on the legless corpse, and upon questioning by the reporter to discover the truth, the couple speak ambiguously with evasive answers. But with the sudden appearance of a woman, the whole event is revealed to be a fraud intended to receive compensation, and an earthquake that happens at this point leaves everyone except the funeral caretaker electrocuted.


    Joint Security Area (2000)
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    The Bridge of No Return at the Joint Security Area/Panmunjeom is a space symbolic of the division of the Korean Peninsula. At a Northern checkpoint here, where South and North Korea stand face to face across the Military Demarcation Line, the violent sound of gunshots rings out. There has been a murder. Young North Korean sentry JUNG Woo-jin has been gruesomely killed, and his middle-aged superior officer lies fallen next to him. In the middle of the Military Demarcation Line between South and North is found LEE Su-hyeok, the suspect in the killing and a young soldier who has suffered a gunshot wound. Southern and Northern authorities put forth completely different claims about the incident, and the surviving soldiers from both sides only repeat contradictory accounts. The Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission deploys Sophie, a Swiss of Korean extraction, as the leading investigator and gets closer to the truth of the incident. The investigation suffers difficulties from the outset, with the contradictory statements, the uncooperative attitude of the relevant authorities and the attempted suicide of Private NAM Sung-shik, who had been present at the scene of the crime. However, their “hidden truth” becomes an irreversible tragedy. Why did the South’s Sgt. LEE Su-hyeok shoot the Northern sentry? Why did Private NAM, the initial witness, suddenly attempt suicide? And what is the Northern Sgt. OH Kyung-pil hiding? Why are they remaining silent in front of the “truth”? Through Major Sophie’s discerning reasoning, the truth of the event that took place at Panmunjeom that day is revealed. They had crossed the border between North and South and, however briefly, enjoyed creating their own community of friendship, but the pure friendship these young men shared led to them paying a great cost.


    Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance (2002)
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    Ryu, a deaf-mute, has dreamed of being a painter, but now he barely makes a living as a factory laborer. Besides that, his older sister has long suffered from renal insufficiency, and if she cannot receive a kidney transplant her life will be in danger. To make matters worse, when Ryu seeks out an organization of organ smugglers, he ends up losing his own kidney and all of his hard-earned savings, 10 million won. His girlfriend Young-mi, member of a league of revolutionary anarchists, suggests getting the money by kidnapping a rich man’s child, and based on this plan, Yu-seon, the daughter of Dong-jin, is kidnapped. Dong-jin started out as an electrical engineer and came to be boss of his company, but he has become divorced from his wife due to his knowing nothing besides work. Ryu and Young-mi intended at first to keep the child only briefly and give her back when they received the money they needed. But when have the workings of the world ever gone as planned? The situation takes a turn in an unanticipated direction, and every time things take another twist people die. They die themselves, and they kill as well. The only thing that any of them has left is the thirst for revenge.


    Old Boy (2003)
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    OH Dae-su is a salary man with a wife and young daughter, and he enjoys drinking and engaging in rowdy behavior. One day, he is kidnapped by an unidentified man on his way home while drunk and held captive in a private room. He eats only fried dumplings from a Chinese restaurant, and the only thing he can do in his room is watch television. After a year has passed this way, he learns through the news that his wife has been murdered. Discovering that he has been fingered as his wife’s killer, OH decides to commit suicide, but even death is not allowed to him. OH trains his physical strength to take revenge, and he goes through his memory to uncover all of the people who could have held him captive, making an “autobiography of misdeeds.” During his fifteenth year of captivity, OH is shocked to find himself released in the same place where he had been kidnapped 15 years before. When OH happens into a Japanese restaurant and suddenly faints, he is taken to the house of Mi-do, an assistant cook, and Mi-do’s feelings toward OH go from pity to love. Meanwhile OH discovers the identity of the room between the seventh and eighth floors, which he finds through a receipt from Blue Dragon, the restaurant that made the dumplings he ate in captivity. When he finally first confronts LEE Woo-jin, the man who held him captive, LEE coldly suggests a game to Dae-su, who is seething with a thirst for revenge. If OH can figure out why he was held captive within five days, LEE will give up his life. If he wants to uncover this terrible secret, Dae-su has five days to solve this tense riddle.


    If You Were Me, Segment: “Never Ending Peace and Love” (short) (2003)

    



    In 1999, Chandra Gurung, a Nepalese laborer working as an assistant in a Seoul textile factory, orders noodles from a restaurant near the factory. Realizing too late that he does not have his wallet, Chandra cannot pay, and the restaurant owner reports him to the police. The police treat Chandra, who struggles with the Korean language, as a sick traveler, and he is finally sent to a mental hospital for six years and four months.


    Three…Extremes, Segment 1: “Cut” (2004)
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    There is a popular film director who is capable, rich and even kind and has nothing to envy in others. One day, a suspicious character invades his home. The director is caught in a film set made up exactly like his home. The man, who kidnapped the director simply because he was kind, ties up the director’s wife tightly with piano wire and threatens to cut off the wife’s fingers if the director does not kill a child he has brought in from the street. The director is faced with a terrible dilemma: will it be his wife’s fingers or the child’s life? As the director struggles, the man begins severing the wife’s fingers for real. As he confronts the man, the director slowly goes crazy and confronts the monstrous nature within himself.


    Sympathy for Lady Vengeance (2005)
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    Geum-ja possesses an exceptional beauty capable of bewitching at a glance the gaze of people around her, and at the age of twenty commits a crime and goes to prison. Because of her young age and beauty, she becomes famous through the media at the time of her arrest. While she serves 13 years in prison, Geum-ja spends her confinement as a sincere model prisoner. Enjoying fame in prison as well, she earns the nickname of “kind Geum-ja” from people there. She eagerly helps each of the people around her and finishes her 13 years as a prisoner safely. Once she is released, Geum-ja implements the plan for revenge she had elaborately prepared during that time. The individual she intends to take revenge on is the teacher Mr. BAEK, who made her into a criminal. Her fellow prisoners, whom she had helped and done kindness for while in jail, now assist her in her revenge in various ways. When she comes to finally confront Mr. BAEK and take her revenge, the event unfolds in a completely unexpected direction.


    I’m a Cyborg, But That’s OK (2006)
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    The Shinsegye Mental Hospital is a place full of wild imagination and fantasy. Into this place comes Young-goon, a girl who scolds the fluorescent lights and worries about the vending machines, and believes that she is a cyborg. Il-soon, who believes he can steal the traits of other people, carefully observes the new patient Young-goon. They feel that neither of them are normal and that each of them is more special to each other. Young-goon thinks that a cyborg must not eat, and Il-soon mobilizes all of his abilities for her as she begins to gradually waste away. He steals another’s method for flying in one’s sleep and allows Young-goon to move about freely, and he steals still another person’s ability to yodel and sings a song to the depressed Young-goon. And most of all, he steals Young-goon’s compassion and feels her sadness for her. Toward Il-soon, who says that he will come running whenever she breaks down and promises a lifetime service guarantee, Young-goon feels her heart fluttering more and more in a way unsuited to a cyborg. Despite Il-soon’s devoted attention, Young-goon’s still refuses food until her life is in danger, and Il-soon prepares one last measure for her.
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    Filmography


    



    1. The Moon Is What the Sun Dreams of


    (Dal-eun Haega Kku-neun Kkun)


    1992 / 103 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: M.N.R.


    Producer: IM Jin-gyu


    Co-producer: CHOE Mu-hun


    Screenplay: KIM Yong-tae, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Hui-su


    Cinematography: BAK Seung-bae


    Lighting: KIM Gang-il


    Music: SIN Jae-hong, BAK Gwang-hyeon


    Art Direction: DO Yong-u, BAK Chan-gyeong


    Starring: LEE Seung-chul (Mu-hoon), NA Hyeon-hui (Eun-ju), SONG Seung-hwan (Ha-young), BANG Eun-hee (Su-mi), GIM Dong-su (Man-cheol)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    2. Trio (Sam-injo)


    1997 / 100 min / 35 mm 1.85:1


    Production Company: CINE2000 Film Production


    Producer: LEE Chun-yeon


    Co-Producer: LEE Mi-yeong


    Screenplay: LEE Moo-young, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: BAK Gok-ji


    Cinematography: LEE Eun-gil


    Lighting: SIN Jun-ha


    Music: JEON Sang-yun


    Art Direction: O Sang-man, KIM Bo-gwan


    Starring: LEE Gyeong-yeong (AHN), KIM Min-jong (MOON), JEONG Seon-gyeong (Maria), DO Geum-bong (pawn shop woman), JANG Yong (Chief CHOI), KIM Bu-seon (AHN’s wife)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    3. Judgment (Sim-pan)


    1999 / 26 min


    Production Company: Studio Box


    Producer: PARK Chan-wook


    Screenplay: PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-man


    Cinematography: BAK Hyeon-cheol


    Lighting: LEE Seok-hwan, KIM Tae-in


    Art Direction: O Sang-man


    Starring: GI Ju-bong (undertaker), GO In-bae (husband), GWON Nam-hui (wife), BAK Ji-il (government officer), MYEONG Sun-mi (daughter)


    Print Source: not exist


    4. Joint Security Area


    (Gong-dong-gyeong-bi-gu-yeok)


    2000 / 110 min / 35 mm / 2.35:1


    Production Company: MK Pictures


    Producers: LEE Eun, SIM Jae-myeong


    Screenplay: KIM Hyun-seok, LEE Moo-young, JEONG Seong-san, PARK Chan-wook


    Cinematography: KIM Seong-bok


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum


    Music: CHO Young-wuk


    Lighting: IM Jae-young


    Art Direction: KIM Sang-man


    Starring: SONG Kang-ho (OH Kyung-pil), LEE Byung-hun (LEE Su-hyeok), LEE Young-ae (Sophie), SHIN Ha-kyun (JEONG Woo-jin), KIM Tae-woo (NAM Sung-shik)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: MK Pictures


    5. Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance


    (Boksu-neun Na-ui Gut)


    2002 / 129 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: Studio Box


    Producer: IM Jin-gyu


    Co-Producers: LEE Jae-soon, SON Se-hun


    Screenplay: PARK Chan-wook, I Moo-young, PARK LEE-da-mae, LEE Jong-yong, LEE Jae-soon


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum


    Cinematography: KIM Byeong-il


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: Uhuhboo Project


    Art Direction: O Jae-won


    Starring: SONG Kang-ho (Dong-jin), SHIN Ha-kyun (Ryu), BAE Doo-na (Young-mi), HAN Bo-bae (Yu-seon), I Dae-yeon (Chief CHOI), RYOO Seung-bum (youth with cerebral palsy)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: CJ Entertainment Inc.


    6. Old Boy (Old Boy)


    2003 / 120 min / 35 mm / 2.35:1


    Production Company: SHOW EAST, Egg Films


    Producers: GIM Dong-ju, JI Yeong-jun


    Co-producer: IM Seung-yong


    Screenplay: HWANG Jo-yun, IM Jun-hyeong, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum, KIM Jae-bum


    Cinematography: CHUNG Chung-hoon


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: CHO Young-wuk


    Art Direction: RYOO Seong-hui


    Starring: CHOI Min-sik (Dae-su), YOO Ji-tae (Woo-jin), KANG Hae-jung (Mi-do), KIM Byeong-ok (head of security), JI Dae-han (Ju-hwan), O Dal-su (Chul-woong), LEE Seung-sin (Hyeong-ja), YUN Jin-seo (Soo-ah), O Tae-gyeong (young Dae-su)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: Cineclick Asia (Fantcom Co., Ltd)


    7. “Never Ending Peace and Love” (from If You Were Me)


    2003 / 28 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: National Human Rights Commission of Korea, Fillmore Entertainment


    Producer: LEE Tae-hun


    Screenplay: PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: CHOE Jae-geun


    Cinematography: KIM Byeong-il


    Lighting: LEE Seong-hwan


    Music: CHO Young-wuk


    Starring: Chandra Kumari Gurung


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: Indie story Inc.


    8. “Cut” (from Three… Extremes)


    2004 / 45 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: Bom Film Production


    Producers: O Jeong-wan, LEE Yu-jin


    Screenplay: PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum, KIM Jae-bum


    Cinematography: CHUNG Chung-hoon


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: LEE Byung-hun


    Art Direction: LEE Cheong-man, RYU Seong-hee


    Starring: LEE Byung-hun (film director), IM Won-hee (stranger), KANG Hae-jung (director’s wife), YUM Jung-ah (actress), LEE Jun-gu (child)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: Fortissimo Films


    9. Sympathy for Lady Vengeance


    (Chin-jeol-han Geum-ja-ssi)


    2005 / 112 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: Moho Film


    Producers: LEE Tae-hun, CHO Young-wuk


    Co-producer: LEE Chun-young


    Screenplay: JEONG Seo-gyeong, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum, KIM Jae-bum


    Cinematography: CHUNG Chung-hoon


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: CHO Young-wuk


    Art Direction: JO Hwa-sung, HAN Ji-young, CHOE Hyeon-seok


    Starring: LEE Young-ae (Geum-ja), CHOI Min-sik (Mr. BAEK), GWON Ye-yeong (Jenny), GIM Si-hu (Geun-shik), NAM Il-u (Chief CHOI), GIM Byeong-ok (preacher), O Dal-su (Mr. Jang), I Seung-shin (PARK Yee-jung)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: CJ Entertainment Inc.


    10. I’m a Cyborg, But That’s Ok


    (Ssai-bo-gu-ji-man Gwen-cha-na)


    2006 / 105 min / 35 mm / 1.85:1


    Production Company: Moho Film


    Producer: LEE Tae-hun


    Co-producer: LEE Chun-young


    Screenplay: JEONG Seo-gyeong, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum, KIM Jae-bum


    Cinematography: CHUNG Chung-hoon


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: JO Young-uk


    Art Direction: RYU Seong-hee


    Starring: LIM Soo-jung (CHA Young-goon), JUNG Ji-hoon (PARK Il-soon), O Dal-su (SHIN Deok-cheon), LEE Yeong-mi (OH Seol-mi), BAK Jun-myeon (WANG Gop-dan), GIM Ju-hui (SON Eun-young), LEE Yong-nyeo (Young-goon’s mother)


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: CJ Entertainment Inc.


    11. Thirst (Bakjui)


    2009 / 133 min / 35 mm / 2.35:1


    Production Company: Moho Film


    Executive Producer: Miky Lee


    Producer: PARK Chan-wook, AHN Soo-hyun


    Screenplay: JEONG Seo-gyeong, PARK Chan-wook


    Editing: KIM Sang-bum, KIM Jae-bum


    Cinematography: CHUNG Chung-hoon


    Lighting: PARK Hyun-won


    Music: CHO Young-wuk


    Art Direction: RYU Seong-hee


    Starring: SONG Kang-ho, KIM Ok-vin, KIM Hae-sook, SHIN Ha-kyun


    Print Source: Korean Film Archive


    International Sales: CJ Entertainment Inc.

  


  
    About the Author


    KIM Young-jin


    Born in 1965, KIM Young-jin is one of the most active film critics in South Korea. During the early years of his career, he had written a number of articles for the movie weekly, Cine 21 and from the year 2000 onwards, he has been working as a chief writer for Film 2.0, regularly contributing weekly reviews as well as in-depth feature articles. He has earned his Ph.D. at Chungang University on his dissertation The Trends of Major Filmmakers of Contemporary Korean Films and currently teaches as the assistant professor of the Department of Culture and Art at Myongji University. His major publications include What Film Desires.
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