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NEWS

PyeongChang
International Peace Film Festival
to Launch in August

The initiators of founding assembly

The 1st PyeongChang International Peace Film Festival
will take place in several locations of the Gangwon
Province from August 16 to 20. The mountainous region,
which is notoriously split by the most militarized border
in the world, suddenly became a symbol of the warming
relations between North and South Korea following the
surprise attendance of a North Korean delegation at the
2018 Winter Olympic Games.
Initiated by the Gangwon Province Film Commission
which approached the Ministry of Culture and KOFIC
with the idea of organizing an event commemorating the
100th anniversary of Korean films, the project evolved
to foster cultural and artistic exchange between the two
Koreas and promote peace in the world. The organizers
expect to present more than 110 movies from 35 countries,
but the main event will indisputably be the invitation of
North Korean films, one of the first times such films are authorized to screen in
South Korea. Not only that, but the festival is also in talks to get a North Korean
film professional join the jury of the competition. As for the closing film, the
festival will try to present a digitally remastered version of a Korean classic that
has been lost in the South but preserved in the North.
In a symbolic gesture, while the festival will kick off at the Olympic Games
stadium, which will also be home to open-air screenings, there are plans to hold
the closing ceremony on the other side of the DMZ, near the fabled Geumgang
Mountain.
Also on this occasion, the PyeongChang and Geumgang Awards will recognize
the peacebuilding efforts of an individual and a company, respectively.
Actor MOON Sung-keun (Haemoo ) was named president of the festival on
November 7, and film director PANG Eun-jin (Method , Way Back Home ), who also
serves as the president of the Gangwon Province Film Commission, was elected as
the director of the festival.
by Fabien Schneider
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LEE Kyoung-mi to Direct
Netflix Original Series

HWANG Jung-min
Mulling Return as
HOSTAGE

JUNG Se-rang novel ‘School Nurse Ahn Eun Young’ will be
remade as a Netflix Original series. Netflix has recently made
official its intention to produce the series and confirmed that it
will be helmed by LEE Kyoung-mi, the director of Crush And
Blush (2008) and The Truth Beneath (2016), with JUNG Yu-mi of
TRAIN TO BUSAN (2016) and Psychokinesis (2018) cast in the
titular role.
School Nurse Ahn Eun Young follows Ahn Eun-young, a
school nurse with the ability to drive away spirits, as she keeps
discovering new mysteries in the high school she has been
appointed to and performs exorcisms in original and funny ways.
JUNG Yu-mi will play the main character Ahn Eun-young who
earns a living fulfilling her duty as a high school nurse while
performing exorcisms. The series is expected to stay true to the
book, with creative and comic exorcisms being performed, for
instance, with a fake sword and a BB gun. The production will be
handled by Oh!Boy Project, which is credited for TV series Flower
Boy Ramen Shop , Shut Up Flower Boy Band and Flower Boy Next
Door.
Netflix has more than one Korean series slated for this year,
starting with the
zombie drama Kingdom
which was penned by
screenwriter KIM Eunhee and was released in
January. Love Alarm ,
based on CHON Kyeyoung’s webtoon, and My
First First Love , starring
JUNG Chae-yeon, will
be made available at a
later time this year.
By KIM Su-bin | photographed by
SON Hong-joo

LEE Kyoung-mi

HWANG Jung-min

Korean star HWANG Jung-min is reportedly
considering the project Hostage (translated
title), a remake of the Chinese hit Saving Mr.
Wu , as his return to the silver screen. The box
office magnet was recently on screens in the
acclaimed Cannes-screened drama The Spy Gone
North (2018) last summer, but hasn’t been on a
film set since July 2017. Should he take on the
lead role, HWANG would end his well-earned
break this spring as production is schedule to
get underway in May. Released in 2015, the
original Saving Mr. Wu stared Andy LAU as a
Hong Kong star kidnapped by a gang of ruthless
criminals. The film earned over USD 31 million
at the box office. Were HWANG to confirm his
appearance in the project, it would see him
reunite with the production company Filmmaker
R&K, which was behind previous films the star
has featured in, such as the RYOO Seung-wan
titles The Unjust (2010), Veteran (2015) and The
Battleship Island (2017). During his time away
from film production, HWANG has been busy on
the stage, appearing in Richard the 3rd last year
and scheduled to be on stage later this month in
Oedipus .
by Pierce Conran | phtographed by BAEK Jong-heon
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KOFIC NEWS

KOFIC Interacts with
Asian Filmmakers
in Singapore
On Thursday, December 6, 2018, the Korean Film Council (KOFIC)
hosted a reception under the title ‘Korean Film Night’ in Grand
Hyatt Singapore. Held for the first time during the 29th Singapore
International Film Festival, the event was aimed at enhancing
interaction among Asian filmmakers engaged in the joint growth and
vision of the Asian film industry. The festival recognized KOFIC’s
intention to promote exchange between Asian and Korean filmmakers
and thus pave the way for joint growth of the Asian film industry.
Among the guests in attendance were Mary Liza B. DIÑO, Chairperson
of the Film Development Council of the Philippines (with whom talks
are currently underway for the launch of an Asian Film Center),
Wahyuni HADI, Executive Director of the Singapore International
Film Festival, celebrated Singaporean director Eric KHOO, rising stars
BOO Junfeng and Anthony CHEN, China’s master filmmaker Stanley
KWAN and Korean-American actor Daniel Dae KIM known for his
roles in Lost . KOFIC Chairperson OH Seok Geun said, “I will make
sure to establish the Asian Film Center, where many Asian filmmakers
can freely interact with one another and further develop the Asian
film industry towards a common goal.” Wahyuni HADI, Executive
Director of the Singapore International Film Festival, commented,
“The Singapore Film Festival hopes to fulfil its role as a platform that
contributes to the development of KOFIC’s Asian Film Center.”
The Asian Film Center, set to become a cornerstone of joint growth of
the Asian film industry, will be launched during the first half of 2019.
by KIM Hye-seon (Film Journalist) | photographed by Katheleen Chere

Asian filmmakers at the reception
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KOFIC Held Successful
Screenplay Mentoring
Workshops

Film professionals mentoring writers

The Korean Film Council (KOFIC) organizes
every year a program of workshops aimed at the
writers whose works got selected through its
online script sharing platform Scenario Market.
Two of these workshops took place on three
consecutive days, in the middle of October and
early December, 2018 and were attended by the
people who penned 36 projects selected during
the first three quarters of the year. The mornings
were dedicated to lectures on the legal rights of
screenwriters, with a special focus on copyright
protection, and techniques to write stories
that can fit various formats and mediums. The
afternoons were spent with film professionals
who reviewed each project individually but also
in group sessions organized by film genres.
Among the mentors were director KIM Sung-soo
(Asura: The City of Madness ), SANAI Pictures
CEO HAN Jae-duk (The Spy Gone North ), and
screenwriter PARK Su-jin (Ode to my Father ).
The second workshop also introduced a film
pitching training course to prepare young
screenwriters for the real game.
Given the success of these workshops and the
satisfaction expressed by the participants,
KOFIC plans to continue holding such workshops
in 2019.
by Fabien Schneider

KOFIC Establishes
Korean Film 100th Anniversary
Committee
The Korean Film Council (KOFIC) set up Korean Film 100th
Anniversary Committee and held its first general meeting on
October 25, 2018. Director LEE Jang-ho and actress CHANG Mihee were appointed as co-chairs for this new project conducted in
commemoration of the centenary of Korean cinema. At the general
meeting, the members of the committee elected LEE Jang-ho
and CHANG Mi-hee as co-chairs, and OH Seok Geun and YOO
In-taek as vice chairpersons. In addition, four subcommittees
were organized to take charge of planning and promotion, video
production, academic publishing, and exhibition and performance
events respectively.
Chairperson LEE Jang-ho said, “I am delighted that various
film organizations have put their efforts together to prepare for
the centenary of Korean cinema. I will do my utmost to plan a
celebration that both filmmakers and people with a passion for
cinema can enjoy together.” Chairperson CHANG Mi-hee said, “This
year (2018) marks the 99th anniversary of the birth of Korean
cinema, which is an important time for us to reflect on the past and
the present. Together with my colleagues, I will do my best to ensure
the success of the Korean cinema centenary project.”
As part of the celebration of the centenary of Korean cinema, KOFIC
hosted a seminar titled ‘The 99th Anniversary of Korean Cinema:
The Origin, Emblem and Vision of Korean Cinema’ in Novella Hall,
The Riverside Hotel in Seoul on October 26, 2018.
by KIM Hye-seon (Film Journalist)

Co-chairs CHANG Mi-hee(left) and LEE Jang-ho(right)

Forum for Gender Equality
Policies in Korean Film
held by Deundeun and KOFIC

During the Busan International Film Festival,
KOFIC organized on October 9, 2018 a forum
named “Forum for Gender Equality Policies in
Korean Film” in collaboration with the Center
for Gender Equality in Korean Film Deundeun
(co-presided by film director YIM Sun-rye
and producer Jamie SHIM). The forum was
a discussion conducted by Deundeun over the
establishment of a safe working environment,
during which they suggested various initiatives
to raise awareness about sexual violence and
educate on its prevention. One of them would
ask for each production to have somebody
designated by the majority who would be in
charge of promoting prevention on the set and,
if necessary, assist victims. That person would
receive special training from Deundeun and use
a dedicated communication channel to stay in
contact with the organization. This was followed
by a debate moderated by the Subcommittee for
Gender Equality in Korean film on the policies
needed to achieve equality in the Korean film
industry. This discussion also touched on
secondary victimization and presented film
policies that have been introduced in other
countries to foster gender equality.
With these recent initiatives, KOFIC hopes to
take an active role in the promotion of a better
work environment for all people.
by Fabien Schneider
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BOX OFFICE

2018
Korean Box Office
Report

Intimate Strangers

Mid-Budget Titles
Gain Ground
The dust is beginning to settle on
2018, and though it proved to be a
tumultuous year at the Korean box
office, let’s first take stock of a few
positives. Industry revenue hit an alltime peak at KRW 1.81 trillion (USD
billion), it was the second-best ever
year for Korean film sales (KRW
912.75 billion/USD 811.9 million), the
10 million viewer club welcomed two
new members and local films achieved
a market majority for the eighth
year in a row. However, just about
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everywhere else, the numbers painted a
less than ideal picture, and particularly
for domestic films.
A rise in ticket prices helped the yearend figures, yet the admissions totals
and the larger jump in production costs
pointed to several areas of concern
within the commercial film industry
and exhibition market. Overall
admissions, Korean admissions and
the local market share were all at
their lowest points since 2015, while
Hollywood titles crowded the annual

top 10 chart, grabbing six spots, the
first time for American films to clinch a
majority of the chart since all the way
back in 2008.
While 2017 ended with one of the most
spectacular months ever seen at the
Korean box office, when the December
record was shattered with almost 24
million tickets sold, 78% of which for
local films, the story was very different
last year, when three major homegrown
tentpoles each crumbled on the charts,
falling millions of tickets shy of their

The Top 10 Korean Box Office 2018
all Films
Title

Along with the Gods:
The Last 49 Days
2 Avengers: Infinity War
1

Korean Films
Admissions Country

12.27 mil

KOR

11.21 mil

USA

3 Bohemian Rhapsody*

9.22 mil

UK/USA

4 Mission: Impossible – Fallout

6.58 mil

USA

5.87 mil
5.66 mil

5

Along with the Gods:
The Two Worlds

6 Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom

Title

Admissions

Along with the Gods:
The Last 49 Days
Along with the Gods:
2
The Two Worlds
3 The Great Battle
1

12.27 mil
5.87 mil
5.44 mil

KOR

4 Intimate Strangers

5.29 mil

5 1987: When the Day Comes

5.29 mil

USA

6 Believer

5.06 mil

7 The Spy Gone North

4.97 mil

8 Dark Figure of Crime

3.79 mil

9 Default

3.75 mil

10 Keys to the Heart

3.42 mil

7 Ant-Man and the Wasp

5.45 mil

USA

8 The Great Battle

5.44 mil

KOR

9 Black Panther

5.4 mil

USA

10 Intimate Strangers

5.29 mil

KOR

Along with the Gods: The Last 49 Days

*still showing in theaters

break-even points. December’s troubling
local result highlighted a trend that
was already noticed in 2017 and took
on ampler proportions in 2018: bigbudget films, the number of which has
been rising annually, are not pulling
their weight on the charts. The other
side of that coin is that while the pricey
tentpoles struggled, a great many midbudget productions over-performed, as
they breathed new life into familiar
genres or retold fresh stories from
around the world. The relative success
of these modest productions went some
way towards mitigating the shortfalls
of their riskier blockbuster brethren.

Overall Numbers Stable as Hollywood
Makes Up for Local Shortfall
216.39 million people visited theaters
in 2018, down just 1.6% from last year’s
peak of 219.88 million, while revenue
increased 3.2%, rising to KRW 1.81
billion, which allowed Korea to retain
its status as one of the most ardent

cinema-going nations in the world, with
a massive per capita cinema ticket sales
rate of 4.23. The local industry was
just about able to hold on to its market
share majority, claiming 50.9% of sales
from 110.15 million entries, down from
51.8% and 113.91 million admissions
recorded in 2017. However, with the
rise in ticket costs, sales reached KRW
912.75 billion, the second highest
Korean won total, behind 2013’s peak of
927.87 billion.
Hollywood meanwhile saw its market
share jump from 40.8% in 2017 to
45.5% last year, while admissions rose a
huge 9.9% to give American films their
best ever year at the Korean box office
with 98.42 million entries. Revenue
also reached a new peak, rising 15.6%
to KRW 840.75 billion. Avengers:
Infinity War became the second most
successful foreign film ever in Korea
with 11.21 million sales while a further
five Hollywood films made it into the
top ten.

Crowded Holidays Disappoint

With the recent rise of the blockbuster
has come a consolidation around the
four main box office corridors in the
Korean market, as local studios tend to
program their priciest fare around the
Lunar New Year festivities, the Chuseok
holidays, the late summer school break
season and the end of the year period.
Even more so than in recent years,
big titles often clashed on prime dates
in 2018, but save for late summer, the
receipts recorded over these holidays
lagged behind previous years.
Just a few weeks after the record 2017
end-of-year season, last year’s Lunar
New Year season kicked off with the
release of YEON Sang-ho’s Train to
Busan (2016) follow-up, the superhero
action-drama Psychokinesis (2018).
Yet this homegrown confection failed
to cash in on the success of Hollywood
superhero titles and was quickly pushed
out of theaters, finishing its run with
less than a million tickets. A week
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later, Detective K: Secret of the Living
Dead opened to respectable numbers
but waning interest for this third
title in the Detective K franchise gave
the film a series’ low of 2.44 million
admissions. Opening on February 14,
the GANG Dong-won vehicle Golden
Slumber and the period drama Heungboo: The Revolutionist both floundered,
finishing with 1.39 million and 416,000
sales, respectively, while Disney’s Black
Panther , which was partly shot in
Busan, went on to handily claim the
season with 5.4 million entries.
Arguably the most profitable season on
the calendar, the late-summer window
kicked off with a major confrontation
between KIM Jee-woon’s costly Illang:
The Wolf Brigade , a pricey local sci-fi
action-drama from Warner Bros Korea,
and Mission: Impossible – Fallout ,
the latest entry in the Tom Cruiseled action spy franchise. The critically
acclaimed sixth entry in the Cruise
series easily overpowered the local
tentpole, which failed to cross the one
million admissions point. Though the
latest Mission Impossible was well
positioned to play throughout August,
it quickly lost screens to Along with

Bohemian Rhapsody
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the Gods: The Last 49 Days the next
week, as both titles were distributed
by Lotte Entertainment, yet still ended
its run with a franchise-best 6.58
million admissions. Meanwhile, the
second Along with the Gods dominated
August, ultimately claiming the year’s
best haul with 12.27 million tickets
sold, which was slightly down from its
2017 predecessor. The last big summer
season release was YOON Jong-bin’s
The Spy Gone North , but while the film
received a strong response from critics
and an invitation to the Cannes Film
Festival, it managed to bring in just 4.97
million viewers, a large number but one
that barely covered its production and
marketing costs.
Opening a week ahead of the
competition for the Chuseok holiday
in late September was Korea’s first
period creature feature Monstrum , but
it proved to be another pricey casualty
of the box office in 2018, once again
falling short of the one million mark.
On September 19, three big-budget local
titles, period siege action-drama The
Great Battle , period heritage drama
FENGSHUI and hostage thriller The
Negotiation , all jumped in at the same

Be with you

time to vie for the holiday crown. The
Great Battle proved to be the hit of
the season with 5.44 million viewers,
but considering its high costs, it was
another example of a well-attended
film that couldn’t quite justify its
expense. Meanwhile, FENSGHUI
and The Negotiation both fell short of
expectations with 2.09 million and 1.97
million entries recorded, respectively.
The local studios once again crowded
their releases in the end-of-year
corridor, as tap dance Korean War
drama Swing Kids and the period
crime drama The Drug King went up
against the DC Comics title Aquaman
on December 19, while the local actionthriller Take Poin t and Transformers
spinoff Bumblebee waded into the fray
the following week. Aquaman proved to
be the hit of this poorly attented end-ofyear period, with 3.49 million viewers
recorded in 2018 and just over 5 million
sales in total to date, while all three of
the local hopefuls fell shy of two million
admissions and ranked outside of the
top 30 for the year.
In 2017, nine of the top ten local
films of the year were released in the
aforementioned four busy theater-

going periods, but in 2018 that number
dropped to five, two of which were
released late in the previous year.

Unpredictable Calendar Welcomes
Off-Season Hits and Remakes

The off-season hits that made it into
the top ten included the heartwarming
family drama Keys to the Heart in
January (3.42 million viewers), the
action-thriller Believer in May (5.06
million viewers), the serial killer drama
Dark Figure off Crime in early October
(3.79 million), the comedy-drama
Intimate Strangers in late October
(5.29 million) and the financial drama
Default in November (3.75 million
viewers). Notably, two of those off-season
hits were remakes of foreign films,
LEE Hae-young’s Believer , based on
Johnnie TO’s Drug War , and LEE Jaekyoo’s Intimate Strangers , derived from
the Italian comedy Perfect Strangers .
Perhaps noticing that local viewers have
grown accustomed to certain narrative
tropes, producers have been increasingly
looking overseas for inspiration
from novel stories. Other remakes
that emerged last year included The
Vanished , based on the Spanish film

Aquaman

The Body, and Door Lock , also based
on a Spanish thriller (Sleep Tight ).
Meanwhile, three Japanese novels and
comic books which had already been
adapted for the big screen in Japan were
remade in Korea: the thriller Golden
Slumber , the feel-good youth drama
Little Forest and the fantasy drama Be
With You . Among those, Be With You
proved to be a return to form for fantasy
drama, as the SON Ye-jin and SO Ji-sub
vehicle brought in 2.6 million viewers.
The rest all pulled in decent audiences
(between 1.3 and 1.6 million viewers),
with Door Lock , Little Forest , Golden
Slumber and The Vanished placing
23rd, 24th, 25th and 27th on the local
films chart, though Golden Slumber ’s
performance was less impressive owing
to its higher budget.
The rest of the year’s top-performing
local films included well-attended
additions to tried-and-tested genres
such as the serial killer thriller The
Witness (2.52 million viewers), the
action-drama The Witch: Part 1. The
Subversion (3.19 million viewers) and
the crime comedy sequel The Accidental
Detective 2: In Action (3.15 million
viewers). Meanwhile, the formerly
successful horror and romantic drama
genres saw some life breathed back
into them through the low-budget hits
Gonjiam: Haunted Asylum (2.68 million
viewers) and On Your Wedding Day
(2.82 million viewers).
On the foreign side, it was mostly
business as usual with sequels and
comic book films leading the way,
but two smaller releases recorded
unusually strong performances. Those
were of course the Freddy MERCURY
and Queen story Bohemian Rhapsody,
which stunned the industry by refusing
to leave the top five for almost three
months as it welcomed 9.22 million

viewers in 2018 (and is closing in on
the ten million mark as of this writing
in early 2019), and the low-budget
Sundance thriller Searching with
Korean-American star John CHO,
which found a massive 2.95 million
viewers audience in the fall.

Distributor Chart Welcomes New
Champion

Another big change in 2018 was seen
on the distributors chart. After a 15year run in first place, local major CJ
Entertainment was pushed aside by
Lotte Entertainment, which was the
only local distributor to claim a strong
year in 2018. On the back of their
homegrown hits Along with the Gods:
The Last 49 Days , Intimate Strangers ,
Be With You and their successful import
Mission: Impossible – Fallout , the
company claimed a 17.4% market share.
Disney came in second, with several
comic book and animated titles
powering it to a 13.9% market
share. With several major titles but
fewer breakout hits than usual, CJ
Entertainment was a fraction behind
in third, also with 13.9%. Despite an
enormous lineup that included five
big-budget titles, Next Entertainment
World could only manage a 9.4% market
share in fourth place, while Warner
Bros, with its mix of local and foreign
titles, claimed fifth place with 8.7%. Fox
landed in sixth place with 7.8%, most of
that coming from Bohemian Rhapsody,
while Universal was a spot further
down with 5.8%. Showbox had very
few titles in 2018, though most of those
were solid performers, which pushed it
down to eighth place with 5.7%. Sony
ranked ninth with 5.3% and Megabox
closed out the top ten with a 4.2%
market share.
by Pierce Conran
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BERLINALE

D isco v eries
All eyes in the film industry are on Berlin from February 7 to 17, 2019. The 69th Berlin
International Film Festival is starting its 11-days journey with the latest film of Lone
SCHERFIG, The Kindness of Strangers , and Juliette Binoche as the head juror. This year,
five Korean films were selected for this grand festival where you can see the present
through the eyes of important cineastes of our times. The five films include LEE Su-jin’s

Idol (Panorama), his much-anticipated second film after HAN Gong-ju (2014); ZHANG
Lu’s Fukuoka (Forum), his next city-centered drama after Ode to the Goose (2018) which
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of
was set in Gunsan and Gyeong-ju (2014) in the titular city; KIM Tae Yong’s Kokdu: A Story of

Guardian Angels (Generation Kplus), a unique experiment of musical performance and film;
KIM Bora’s House of Hummingbird (Generation 14Plus), her debut film which won the NETPAC
Award in the 2018 Busan International Film Festival; and IM Kwon-taek’s Jagko (aka Pursuit
of Death , Berlinale Classics), a digitally-restored version of his 1980s masterpiece. Now let’s
take a look at the films that will be discovered and recognized during the Berlinale.
by KIM Hye-seon(Film Journalist)

2019
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P anorama

by LEE Su-jin

Idol
In the Aftermath of
the Unthinkable
Six years after the release of his hugely successful
debut feature HAN Gong-ju (2014), director LEE
Su-jin returns with a new film titled Idol . Given
his previous history of generating both high praise
and controversy with HAN Gong-ju , Idol has
already received a great deal of attention in Korea
and abroad. Set to be released in full for the first
time in the Panorama section of the 69th Berlin
International Film Festival, this film deals with
‘irrevocable mistakes’. A member of the provincial
assembly, GU Myung-hoe (HAN Suk-kyu), is widely
considered a stronger candidate for the position
of governor. However, one day GU’s son makes a
mistake that puts his political career in jeopardy.
The well-respected politician becomes the father of
a perpetrator overnight. Having lost his son in an
unforeseen accident, YU Jung-sik (SUL Kyunggu) risks everything in order to get to the bottom of
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it. The conflict between the two men driven to desperation heightens
the dramatic tension of the story. When Ryun-hwa (CHUN Woo-hee),
the woman who was with Jung-sik’s son on the day of the accident
and then disappeared mysteriously, shows up, things spiral out of
control for all of them. A politician in trouble and a victim boxing him
into a corner by no means provide a new premise in Korean cinema.
Nevertheless, if we remember the director’s distinctive handling of
gang rape and suicide in HAN Gong-ju that certainly set it apart from
other Korean films, we cannot help but harbor high expectations for
Idol . With regards to HAN Gong-ju , the story of a teenager who falls
victim to irrevocable violence but receives no means for recovery from
the adults and society around her, LEE Su-jin has repeatedly stated,
“The purpose of the film is not to make a distinction between victims
and perpetrators or to probe into the truth.”
Therefore, we can assume that Idol does not merely seek to ignite
public indignation by highlighting the clash between the victim and
the perpetrator. What follows in the aftermath of the unthinkable
is always more important in films as well as in reality. In exploring
problems that cannot be erased by time, Idol focuses on emotions
much more delicate and complex than what can be defined with such
words as ‘justice’ and ‘revenge’. The title, which means ‘an image or
representation of a god used as an object of worship’ or ‘an object of

extreme devotion’, can be interpreted in various
ways as to who or what it points to. Though there
may be different perspectives, it is clear that in Idol
LEE Su-jin once again resolutely knocks on some
closed doors in Korean society.
That the faces of the perpetrator, the victim, and
the witness are represented by HAN Suk-kyu, SUL
Kyung-gu, and CHUN Woo-hee attracts attention.
HAN Suk-kyu’s face does not hesitate to show the
politician’s ambition and flexibility, while SUL
Kyung-gu’s face creates suspense as that of the
victim’s father. Their faces appear together to make
the film all the more enticing — so much so that
even those enraged by how the story unfolds cannot
tear themselves away from it.
CHUN Woo-hee’s character in HAN Gong-ju does
not betray her emotions but entraps herself in deep
silence instead. In this film, perhaps she will share
the blame with us once again. She will get all of us
bystanders involved in the story and ask if we can
feel anger and shame at the same time.
by KIM Hye-seon (Film Journalist) | photographed by BAEK Jong-heon
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FUKUOKA
F or u m

by ZHANG Lu

An Ode to
the Ghosts Roaming
Around the City
“These four people are like one and same person.
How could that be? It is impossible in real life. That
is unless you are crazy. However, it is possible in
dreams,” said ZHANG Lu about his film A Quiet
Dream (2016). The film describes the trivial life and
hopes of four people on the outskirts of Seoul. In
the film, the boundaries between dream and reality,
death and life, and the me and the others are
blurry. In his films, ZHANG tried to describe the
inexplicable possibilities inherent to dreams through
the possibilities brought by films. His cinematic
world often dismantles the causal probabilities and
the spatiotemporal continuity by playing strange
variations of repetition and rhythm, and similar and
dissimilar things. This makes his cinematic world a
world of poetic language.
Fukuoka is his new film centered on a city. After he
moved to South Korea some years ago, he started
making Korean-language films. His films deal with
themes such as diasporas, borders, and identity.
Many of his films are titled with the names of
cities, such as Chongqing (2008), Iri (2008), Gyeongju (2014), and Ode to the Goose (2018), named
in Korean after the city of Gunsan. These films
contain the structural omnipotence of cinematic
times and spaces, as well as the weighty traces of
history overlaid with the lives of individuals.
The same happens with his new film. Two men
loved the same woman (Suni) 28 years ago and went
their separate ways after her sudden disappearance.
Je-moon took over a second-hand bookstore in Seoul
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she used to visit, and Hae-hyo moved to her hometown Fukuoka, Japan
and opened a small bar. While they’re living solitary lives withdrawn
from other people, they one day encounter a mysterious girl, Sodam. She first appears in Je-moon’s bookstore and suggests a trip to
Fukuoka. For the first time in 28 years, the two men meet in Fukuoka.
They don't want to meet each other but cannot avoid it. They have some
drinks, and recollect their memories while walking on the streets. All
of a sudden, they come to realize that their respective memories about
Suni sound like the experiences of a single person. In his previous films
Gyeong-ju and A Quiet Dream too, two different people are mistaken
or have common characteristics as if they were a single character in
the film’s narrative. This narrative structure seems quite hard to
understand in a logical sense. However, you may call it as the director’s
attempt to imitate the omnipotence of dreams.
This omnipotence of dreams and films is linked to the “ghostly” nature
of film. Since his early films, ZHANG has dealt with the coexistence
of life and death and the ghostly omnipotence as the essence of film.
In Fukuoka , So-dam displays weird abilities (foresight, language
proficiency, and a doppelgänger in Japan). Hae-hyo meets an old man's
ghost at a bookstore in Fukuoka. In the last scene, the shapes of Jemoon and Hae-hyo exist at the same time in Fukuoka and Seoul.
These elements add an incomprehensible allure to the film. Another
important element is the director’s signature camerawork. In different
places like the bookstore or the alley in front of the bar in Japan, the
camera observes characters and spaces with a ghostly gaze as if it were
transcending any spatiotemporal probability. This arouses the peculiar
feelings of the film among the spectators.
The film Fukuoka is a variation on the major themes found in
ZHANG’s filmography, such as the cities, the ghosts, the diasporas, the
woman as a symbol of passion and innocence, dreams, and poetry. In
particular, there is a close intertextuality between Fukuoka and Ode

to the Goose . So-dam in Fukuoka was the autistic
girl from Fukuoka in Ode to the Goose . Her doll
in Fukuoka was an important object in Ode to the
Goose . The most important element between the two
films is YUN Doong-ju, one of Korea’s most beloved
poets. (YUN was born in China like ZHANG,
and was killed in a prison in Fukuoka during the
Japanese colonial period.) In Ode to the Goose , the
director quoted the poet’s literary perspective and
the “Prologue” to his collection. In Fukuoka , the
director reminds us of the poet through his poem
“Self-portrait” hung on the bar wall and another
poem, “Palace of Love”, which is recited by the guest
who has pretended to be deaf for ten years. The poet
described a sense of solitude in “Self-portrait” and
mentioned Suni in “Palace of Love”. The two poems
are used as a mirror for the two men and their
piteous confessions of love. The poems also represent
the portrait of the director himself who was born
and raised in China, and is a writer and filmmaker.
His journey to China, Korea, and Fukuoka can be
seen as an homage to the tragic fate of YUN Dongju. Like the poet’s words, ZHANG’s films depict
people who keep drifting and walking, people who
keep questioning the boundary of the self and
others, and people who are destined to suffer from
all the restraints of life and become ghosts. To
ZHANG Lu, a film is an unresolved love, a poetry
coinciding with dreams, and a death that is also
something real.
by JUNG Ji Youn (Film Critic) | photographed by SON Hong-joo
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G eneration K pl u s

Kokdu:
A Story of Guardian Angels
by KIM Tae Yong

A Circle Road
Connecting Two Worlds
Kokdu: A Story of Guardian Angels is the film
adaptation of the musical performance Kokdu
produced by the National Gugak Center. When KIM
Tae Yong directed the premiere performance in
2017, he experimented with a combination of film,
theatre, dance, and music, and in 2018, he reedited
the filmed footage to offer a film version.
When the film starts, CHO Hee-bong, the actor
who had showed a beautiful volubility as the
live narrator – called ‘byunsa’ – for Crossroads
of Youth (a 1934 silent film that KIM redirected
in 2008), enters the dressing room. The camera
follows the actors’ every move as they prepare for
the performance, as if running a relay. The scene
fades out. Sumin and Dongmin, two young siblings
steal their grandmother’s floral shoes, radio, and
telephone without their mom’s notice and bring them
to a junk shop to get a puppy. They then hear from
their mom that their grandmother got seriously
ill and was looking for her floral shoes. Upon
hearing this, the two kids start digging up junks
to retrieve the shoes but fall into the underworld.
The grandmother recovers her consciousness and
goes out looking for her grandchildren between this
world and the afterlife. Four Kokdu characters —
a guide, a helper, a warrior, and a clown – help the
grandmother and the two kids reunite and separate.
KIM is an open-minded artist who tries to connect
different genres. He directed a live narration
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performance based on Korea’s oldest silent film
Crossroads of Youth . He directed 2016 film
Pansori: Chunhyang , a combination of pansori (a
Korean genre of musical storytelling), live music
accompaniment, and director SHIN Sang-ok’s
Seong Chun-Hyang (1961). He also directed Reggae
inna Film, Heungbu , a musical play with reggae
and pansori, which was based on the stop-motion
animation Heungbu and Nolbu (1967).
In pursuit of a combination of all forms of art
through a crossover of film, theatre, and traditional
music in Kokdu , he deals with death in a light and
cheerful tone. A Kokdu is a traditional wooden figure
hung on a funeral bier, and is believed to be the
guardian spirit that ushers the dead into the next
world. Kokdu is a multi-layered film. The narrative
is divided in 9 acts in a regressive structure. The
fantasy depicted as a stage performance and the
real world represented in film are different in
function but gradually interconnected. Bifurcating
story tracks, the intersection of dream, fantasy
and reality, as well as the Eastern worldview of
connecting this life and afterlife can be seen as
the keys to understand the film. The 9 acts are
unambiguously divided with clear intentions.
The main plot is an odyssey of two siblings who
try to retrieve their grandmother’s floral shoes
which were exchanged for a puppy in a junk shop.
It is intertwined with the odyssey of their dying
grandmother who leaves her bed to go look for her
grandchildren. This narrative structure embodies
the cycle of life and death. The two odysseys aren’t
separate but united into one theme.
The plot of the performance and the film represents
a journey of life and death, or that of people staying
in this world and the person leaving for the next
world. The characters in Kokdu travel along the
road that lies or goes through life and death. The
road shows that life and death are undivided but
co-existent, following the Eastern view on life and
death. So the happier moments also bring the more
severe sorrows. Let’s take a closer look at the last
scene where the grandmother says farewell to
her grandchildren. They came all the way out of
ignorance and naivety to have a happy farewell. In
this sense, the purpose of this story is likely to show

how a person who departs and a person who stays can have a beautiful
farewell, transcending sorrow.
When you follow the story, you can notice his clear intention. He
ambitiously presents a new chapter of complex art by mixing the
elements of different genres while giving energy and dynamism to each
element. On the way to the afterlife, dancers and musicians perform
on the stage a fan dance, a ‘Janggu’ drum dance and a ‘Gang-gang-sullae’ number, while the story of the grandmother and her grandchildren
unfolds on the screen. The melody played with Korean traditional
instruments such as the ‘Haegeum’ and the ‘Gayageum’ elegantly
expresses the highs and lows of emotions. In the film, sound plays a
very important part, as much as the image. Sound and action never
interfere but benefit from each other in a superb harmony. The pansori
singer delivers in both the heavy and thick ‘Ujo’ mode and the light and
sorrowful ‘Gyemyeonjo’ mode. The pansori singer’s voice is sonorous at
one point and silvery and ringing when the camera shows green open
fields.
In the world of Kokdu , not only sounds but also sceneries have their own
voice. Green fields, the blue sky, narrow country roads, and the lively
marketplace contribute to restoring the nostalgia for happy memories
in a subtle but perfect way. This is why the performance of the actors,
music directors, and musicians is very crucial. The collaboration with
musician BANG Jun-seok expanded the use of music. Director KIM’s
“performance cinema”, which required dynamic spontaneity and
variability, was properly applied in the film.
This modern rendition of the Kokdu story conveys the collective values
of a familial love based on affection, and ‘Heung’, a particular emotion
of exciting joy unique to Korean people. The film captures the Korean
view on afterlife which consists in accepting death without fear and
believing that life goes on.
by JANG Byung Won (Film Critic, Programmer of Jeonju International Film Festival) |
photographed by SON Hong-joo
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G eneration 1 4 P l u s

HOUSE OF
HUMMINGBIRD

by KIM Bora

The Beginning of
the Most Crucial
Relationship
This year, the Berlin International Film Festival
is set to welcome one of the most exciting new
cinematic talents to emerge from Korea in the
past few years. Following its premiere in the
New Currents competition section of the Busan
International Film Festival last October, House of
Hummingbird , the feature debut of acclaimed short
filmmaker KIM Bora, will screen in Berlinale’s
Generation 14 plus lineup. A sprawling tale of a
young girl caught at a crossroads between the
societal pressures and her burgeoning desires,
House of Hummingbird is a slow burn that offers
a glimpse of a society in flux as it looks inside the
complex emotions of a precocious teenager.
Born in 1981, KIM graduated with a Masters in
Fine Arts from Columbia University in New York,
but it was back in 2002 that she began to hone
her skills as a filmmaker starting with Another
Wonderland (2002). Her works, which have included
The Girl with Red Shoes (2003) and Her Earring
(2004), have focused on young women navigating
sensitive times in their development, amid the
pressures of Korean society. KIM’s talent finally
came to wider attention with her film The Recorder
Exam (2011), which screened around the world
and served as the starting point for House of
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Hummingbird .
House of Hummingbird focuses on several months
in the life of 14-year-old Eun-hee in 1994, as she
lives with her parents and two siblings. Eun-hee
experiences her first romances and attends a cram
school where she grows fond of her new teacher. By
setting the story in 1994, director KIM aligns the
events of the film with several major news times
that year, particularly the collapse of the Seongsu
Bridge in central Seoul in October, a catastrophe
that claimed the lives of 32 people. The event
is exploited to powerful effect through several
thematic and narrative ties.
The film opens with Eun-hee, played by the talented
young newcomer PARK Ji-hoo, (recently seen in
last year’s The Witness ), as she returns home to
her apartment block. She knocks on the door and
receiving no response begins to scream for her
mother as she desperately bangs on the frame.
Suddenly, she notices the number on the doorplate
and makes her way to the same door on another
floor. This time her mother does answer and beckons
her inside. As the door closes in center frame, the
camera zooms out, slowly crowding the screen with
identical doors around it. The implication is clear:
how can an individual possibly stand out in this
rigid society?
This thematic concern is echoed frequently as Eunhee often struggles to make her voice heard, until
she meets her new Chinese character teacher Youngji, a cool-headed and mysterious graduate student
who quickly tunes into Eun-hee’s wavelength, likely
seeing her younger self in her student. Young-ji is

played by KIM Sae-byuk, a bright star in the Korean independent scene
known for KIM Dae-hwan’s The First Lap (2017) among others. KIM
is in her element as Young-ji, playing a counter-cultural figure in a
performance that hints at a life filled with regrets and frustrations.
Yet before we meet Young-ji, KIM introduces a number a recognizable
social themes, particularly within Eun-hee’s family dynamic. The fivemember family lives in an apartment in the well-heeled Daechi-dong
neighborhood in Gangnam, yet the parents (the father is played by
veteran character actor JUNG In-gi, who featured in the same role
in The Recorder Exam ), who run a small rice cake store, don’t earn a
significant living, which is made clear early on when some of Eun-hee’s
classmates reference her lower social class when they talk behind her
back.
Though House of Hummingbird brings together a myriad of complex
themes, the film is far from a dour viewing experience, as it achieves
a balanced narrative tone, partly owing to its strong production
values. Key contributions include the undulating yet precise lensing of
cinematographer KANG Gook-hyun (The Shameless , 2014), the earthy
palettes of KIM Eun-a’s period production design, and the dreamlike
tones of German composer Matija Strniša’s score. Beyond her key cast
and crew contributions, KIM also received help as a pitch project from
the Seoul Women′s Film Festival, the IFP Narrative Lab, the Sundance
Institute, the Korean Film Council, the Seoul Film Commission the
Seongnam Arts Foundation and the Asian Cinema Fund (ACF).
All of KIM’s efforts would not be for naught as House of Hummingbird
quickly earned a reputation as one of the most impressive new
discoveries at BIFF in October, 2018, and picked up both the NETPAC
Award and the KNN Audience Award in Busan, as well as the New
Choice Award from the Seoul Independent Film Festival in December.
Now it is time for the rest of the world to discover one of Korea’s most
promising new talents. With any luck, House of Hummingbird should
spread its wings.
by Pierce Conran | photographed by Cine 21
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JAGKO

B erlinale C lassics

by IM Kwon-taek

A Division Story
Ahead of Its Time
Just two years after LEE Doo-yong’s The Last
Witness (1980), the Berlin International Film
Festival has invited another restored Korean
classic to its Berlinale Classics section. This year
they welcome back IM Kwon-taek, a filmmaker
who has participated in the Berlinale no less than
eight times in the past, with his lesser known
classic Jagko . Incidentally, just like LEE Doo-yong’s
The Last Witness , the film was also produced in
1980 and deals with similar themes concerning a
contemporary Korea coming to grips with the scars
left behind by the division of the peninsula. Both
films would later come to be known as ‘Division
Films’.
IM’s 74th film, Jagko has only recently come to
be considered as one of the legendary filmmaker’s
finest works, as it was released before he was
first welcomed on the international stage, which
happened shortly thereafter, when Mandara (1981)
was presented at the Berlinale in 1982. As such,
the film has come to be known by several titles
in English, which included Pursuit of Death and
Mismatched Nose .
It is fitting that Jagko should screen in Berlin, the
first international event to recognize director IM’s
artistry. The festival invited him several times
throughout the 80s, starting with Mandara in 1982
and continuing with Polluted Ones (1982), Village
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in the Mist (1983), Gilsotteum (1986), Seopyeonje
(1993), The Tae Baek Mountains (1994), Festival
(1996) and most recently his 102nd and latest
completed film Revivre in 2015. Berlin also screened
three of his films in 2005, when he was awarded the
Honorary Golden Bear.
The ‘Berlinale Classics’ repertory section,
which comprises just six titles, will present the
international premiere of the digitally restored
version of the film, remastered in a 2K DCP. The
restoration from an original negative was performed
by the Korean Film Archive (KOFA), which also
released the film as the 12th title in its Blu-ray
collection last August. Several missing frames were
replaced during the process, while issues of wear
and tear over the years were addressed, as well as
color fading. The best efforts were made to make the
digital version as faithful as possible to the original
theatrical version of the film.
CHOI Yoon-seok plays Song Ki-yeol, a former South
Korean officer whose job it was to track down
communists. In his old age he has become a vagrant
trawling the street of Seoul, and one day he is picked
up by the cops and forcefully confined to a homeless
facility. There he lays his eyes on Jagko (played
by 80s leading man KIM Hee-ra), the communist
partisan he spent 30 years trying to apprehend. His
obsessive search consumed him body and soul, and
over time cost him his job, family and sanity. In the
rehabilitation center, which is little more than a jail
for the homeless, the charismatic Jagko has hidden
his identity and won over his fellow bunkmates,

so no one believes Ki-yeol’s paranoid words when he screams about
the communist in their midst. As he tries to make himself heard, the
story of Ki-yeol’s chase for Jagko, which began on the Jiri Mountain
in Southern Korea at the end of the Korean War and criss-crossed the
nation over the ensuing decades, unfolds through several extended
flashbacks.
Spending most of the 1960s and 1970s as a prolific studio hand, IM
churned quick genres films, sometimes as many as eight per year,
and it wasn't until the mid-1970s that he began to use his ability and
experience to explore social issues. Director IM himself has stated
that he considers his 1973 work Weeds to be his first honest work as
a filmmaker. Some of the notable films from this period include Wang
Sib Ri, My Hometown (1976, aka A Bygone Romance ) and Divine Bow
(1979), but with Jagko the filmmaker had never been so pointed in his
social commentary, taking a chance with a risky narrative that offered
a sympathetic portrayal of a North Korean partisan, something that
was unthinkable for most filmmakers of the day.
Shortly after its release, Jagko was awarded the ‘Special Prize for
Anti-Communist Film’ at the 20th Grand Bell Awards, but in actuality
the film was one of the first to go against the anti-communist grain
and instead presented a complex array of emotions and themes around
characters on either side of an ideological divide, rather than the black
and white binary that most films had offered until then. As critics
came to recognize the film’s thematic complexities later on, Jagko was
retroactively described as a ‘Division Film’, a label that came into use
starting in 1990, following the release of CHUNG Ji-young’s North
Korean Partisan In South Korea . When the Korean Film Archive
published its ‘100 Korean Films’ list in 2014, seven of IM’s films were
included, the oldest among them being Jagko . Now, a new generation
of international viewers will get a chance to discover this early classic
from one of the most important voices in Korean film history.
by Pierce Conran | photographed by OH Gye-ok
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REPORT

A New Generation of
Foreign Actors Co-starring
in Korean Films

Stepping stone
to the Asian market

Take Point : Jennifer EHLE and the actors playing the mercenaries
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What do Vincent CASSEL, Liam
NEESON, Thomas KRETSCHMANN,
Jennifer EHLE, and Jared GRIMES
have in common? They are all actors
who have recently appeared in
important roles of Korean movies
while still being very active overseas,
especially in Hollywood. Meeting foreign
actors in Korean films isn’t something
new at all, but it occurred much more
frequently in 2018. Vincent CASSEL,
who is best known for his role as the
strict ballet teacher in Black Swan
(2010), appeared as the IMF Director
in Default . Jennifer EHLE, who left a
strong impression with the film Zero
Dark Thirty (2012) and TV series Pride
and Prejudice (1995), played CIA agent
Mackenzie in Take Point . And the
Broadway star dancer Jared GRIMES
who was in Boardwalk Empire 4 (2013)
starred in Swing Kids as Jackson, the
leader of the dance group.
Megan FOX, who is remembered for
her female warrior role in Transformer
(2007) and Transformer: Revenge of the

Default : Vincent CASSEL

Fallen (2009), and George EADS, who
is well known as ‘Nick’ in the popular
American TV series CSI , will appear
in the upcoming film Jangsari 9.15
(working title). Megan FOX will play
real-life character Marguerite HIGGINS
who worked for the New York Herald
Tribune as a war correspondent and
became the first woman to be awarded
the Pulitzer Prize. George EADS will
take on the role of US Army Colonel
Steven PERRY who possesses a strong
work ethic. Why did they decide to join
the cast of Korean films? What did they
find attractive about Korean films? How
did the casting arrangements for these
foreign actors come about, and how did
these actors shape the Korean films they
starred in?

How the foreign actors were cast
The casting of foreign actors for Korean
films usually takes place through talent
agencies. For Default , the production
team first got in touch with Vincent
CASSEL′s agency in France and entered

into negotiations. Producer OH Hyojin explained, “Vincent CASSEL was
at the top of the list of candidates, as
I assumed European actors would be
more interested in the conspiracy theory
that claims the US were involved in the
1997 financial crisis in Korea and the
IMF bailout.”
The casting for Jangsari 9.15 was
relatively easier since Taewon
Entertainment CEO CHUNG Taewon and Megan FOX belong to the
same agency, International Creative
Management (ICM Partners). CHUNG
Tae-won said, “I was introduced to
Megan FOX’s agent through ICM
Partners, and I made a formal offer.
Things went smoothly, and a deal was
found sooner than I expected. This is
all thanks to the fact that we are in the
same agency.”
The production team of Swing Kids
worked with a local agency instead of
using an international one. This agency,
which helped them cast Jared GRIMES,
Ross KETTLE (Brigadier General

Roberts at Geoje Concentration Camp),
and A.J. SIMMONS (Jamie, a rival of
the dance group), is Caramel Pictures
International Casting, which has been
working as an intermediary between
foreign actors and Korean movies and
TV series for the past 11 years.
Producer Aaron HWANG of Caramel
Pictures said, “Director KANG Hyoungchul was already thinking of casting a
foreign actor in the role of the leader of
the dance group ‘Swing Kids’.” Given
the character he wrote in the scenario,
the director wanted an Afro-American
who is good at tap dancing and acting.
Caramel Pictures CEO Anna CHO
heard of Jared GRIMES through an
American acquaintance and made an
offer to his agency but was rejected
since Jared GRIMES’ schedule was
full for the next 12 months. However,
director KANG Hyoung-chul couldn’t
give up because he liked so much
Jared GRIMES, and so the good news
eventually came when they were told
Jared GRIMES really wanted to be in
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the film. After two months of tug of war,
the casting was finally arranged.
The production company of Take Point
hired casting director John JACKSON,
who has regularly been working with
director Alexander PAYNE of SideWay
(2004) and has also participated in The
Host (2006) from BONG Joon-ho. There
are many mercenaries of the private
military company in Take Point as well
as the CIA team leader. Director KIM
Byung-woo wished these mercenaries
from different countries to develop their
own personal styles. Producer CHOI
Won-ki explained, “I sent to the casting
director a very detailed description
about each mercenary’s background and
appearance. John JACKSON auditioned
the US actors of different origins to find
the ones who would fit the descriptions.
Then these videos were reviewed in
Korea through Skype before we made
our choices.” Jennifer EHLE was asked
to know more about her role before
accepting it. “After deciding to take
the role, she was very professional and
cooperative on the set”, said Producer

CHOI.

The reasons behind their decisions to
play in Korean films
For what reasons did these Hollywood
actors who receive astronomical fees
decide to appear in Korean films? Or to
ask a more straightforward question,
how much did they get to star in a
Korean film? The amount of the fees
can’t be disclosed as this is sensitive
information, but producer CHOI tells
an interesting story. “When I asked the
actors how much they want, they asked
us back how much is allocated for the
role. It is said that if actors like the
character, they will agree to the price.”
In other words, it is not just the fee
that foreign actors consider when they
get an opportunity to play in a Korean
film. Jared GRIMES of Swing Kids and
Megan FOX of Jangsari 9.15 were each
fascinated by the scenario and their
respective role. Jared GRIMES was
interested in the story of overcoming
the clash of ideologies by dancing.
Producer HWANG Soon-sung said,

“Jared GRIMES is an artist, not just
a dancer. He hasn’t appeared in many
films yet, but he liked the film’s choice
of expressing everything with dancing.”
Megan FOX was interested in playing
a real person, said producer CHUNG
Tae-won. “Megan FOX read Marguerite
HIGGINS' biography and thought she
was a brave and charismatic woman.
It seems she was fascinated by the fact
that the character is entirely different
from the image of her previous roles.”
Recalling the impression that OH Hyojin got when she saw Vincent CASSEL
on the set, Producer she said, “He
doesn't mind appearing in small-scale
films even in France, and he is open to
working with filmmakers from other
countries. He has a lot of interest in
Korean films, and he says he saw all the
films of PARK Chan-wook, BONG Joonho and KIM Jee-woon. He even knows
YANG Ik-june’s Breathless ”. Ultimately,
the improved status of Korean films is
having a positive impact on the decision
foreign actors take when they are
offered a role in a Korean film.
Director KIM Byung-woo of Take
Point has an agent in the US. “So, it
was easier to explain who the director
is and what kind of films he makes to
the people in the US,” said producer
CHOI Won-ki. He also explained that
the format of Take Point ’s scenario

Swing Kids : Jared GRIMES
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Jangsari 9.15 : George EADS(left) & Megan FOX(right)

is unusual in that it is not divided by
scenes and the story unfolds in an
unique way. Therefore, it wasn’t easy for
the actors to understand the film. That’s
why they showed them The Terror Live
(2013), and so the actors had a better
feeling about the film they were going to
be appearing in.
Producer CHUNG Tae-won confirmed
that “Hollywood considers the Korean
market very seriously.” Producer
HWANG Soon-sung stated, “The US
film market wants to expand since
they are running out of content, so it is
more than a simple curiosity for Asian
culture.” Producer CHOI also said,
“Foreign actors are attracted to Korean
films because they know that Korean
productions are doing well across Asia.”
Producer OH Hyo-jin also added, “The
actors understand that appearing
in a Korean film can increase their
popularity in Asia and help them make
it into the Asian market.”

What about the future?
The active participation of foreign
actors in Korean films marks a new
chapter in Korean film history and
is becoming a new asset of Korean
films. Moreover, this shift is expected

to continue as Caramel Pictures is
currently working on the casting of a
famous Hollywood actor, with more to
come. The producers who worked on
Default , Take Point , Swing Kids , and
Jangsari 9.15 gave us useful tips based
on their experiences.
Producer OH Hyo-jin advised,
“You should take enough time to
consider everything.” As the working
environment can greatly differ,
everything from hair and makeup to
all the details regarding their staying
in Korea should be checked and
discussed before signing the contract in
order to prevent confusion on the set.
Producer CHOI Won-ki talked about
the importance of experience. “It is not
every day that we look for actors with
previous experience in Korean films
but working with people who already
appeared in Korean films certainly
can reduce the trial-and-error period.”
Producer HWANG Soon-sung talked
about the important point he has taken
away from his ten years of experience
as a casting director: “If you don’t
take care of the visa issue correctly, it
will usually lead to problems during
the shooting.” Producer CHUNG Taewon pointed out the importance of the

coordinator. “We need a coordinator who
understands the film markets and onset procedures of both countries in order
to work well together with domestic and
foreign staff members.”
As such, the impact that foreign
actors appearing in Korean films are
having on the development of Korean
films is not negligible. It also expands
the selection of subjects and themes
Korean films can treat. This conclusion
is backed up by producer CHOI Wonki who acknowledged, “The decision of
having such a large number of foreign
actors in the film might have sound
absurd when we first started this project
five years ago.” This also guarantees
the need for dramatic realism in
the film. As Producer OH Hyo-jin of
Default explained, “The perception has
changed so much, we don’t consider
anymore having foreign characters
being played by Koreans.” Regarding
marketing, many points can appeal to
domestic and international audiences.
According to producer CHUNG Taewon, “Many elements can contribute to
the marketing, including overseas sales.”
Now Korean films are dreaming of a
new generation of co-starring actors.
By HUH Nam-woong (film critic)
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REPORT

Now in Space?
Korean Cinema Goes into Space

10, 9, 8… Korean cinema has started a
countdown to launch space films onto
the big screen. Of course, sci-fi films are
nothing new, but the current rush of
space films is unprecedented. Several
“Korean-style” space films are under
development, such as Return by JK
YOUN, The Moon by KIM Yong-hwa,
Mare Tranquillitatis by CHOI Hangyong, and Spaceship Victory by JO Sunghee. Some are still in pre-production
while some have been confirmed to be in
production.
Return is the story of the sole survivor
of a spaceship and the struggle of
a group of people to save him. The
Moon initially had a similar story but
changed its course to be about people
who moved to new planet Proxima
due to the pollution on planet Earth.
Mare Tranquillitatis is about a man
who suffers from nightmares after his
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brother’s mysterious death. He goes to
the Moon with the hope to get free from
nightmares but ends up going through
the same experience as his brother.
Spaceship Victory is a story about people
aboard a spaceship. This trend may seem
accidental but there are logical reasons.
First of all, Hollywood space films such
as Gravity (2013), Interstellar (2014),
and The Martian (2015) were huge
success in Korea. Ji-sun CHOI, producer
of The Moon , explains, “People are
more open to the genre, which positively
influenced the planning stage of the
project.” GIL Yeong-min, president of JK
Film, expresses his confidence in Korea’s
expertise in post-production work,
saying, “Korean cinema has shown great
achievements in the domain of CGI,
having rendered the devastation brought
by a natural disaster in Haeundae (2009)
or the imagined world of the afterlife

in Along with the Gods: The Two
Worlds (2017). We can now represent
space as realistically as possible.” Sujin KIM, CEO of Bidangil Pictures
which produces Spaceship Victory, says,
“Korean audience has been expecting
this kind of film. We are capable of
making space films with good stories
and good technology.” CHO Young-uk,
producer of Mare Tranquillitatis , defines
this trend as a “challenge”, saying, “This
is a genre with which Korean cinema
hasn’t yet enjoyed commercial success.
The industry is now venturing into an
uncharted territory.”

No Easy Task
Sci-fi space films face many hurdles
by nature. First of all, they require
higher production costs, which in turn
necessitates screenplays of an epic
scale. Return , a project with a budget

JUNG Woo-sung

of over KRW 20 billion, was postponed
indefinitely in order to completely revise
the screenplay. The initial story of The
Moon was scrapped and is now being
rewritten anew for a new setting. The
two projects show how daunting a task
the space genre can be in the Korean
film industry. Mare Tranquillitatis is the
feature adaptation of the director’s short.
Actor JUNG Woo-sung liked the short
film so much, he decided to join the project
as an actor and producer. The film is still
in the financing stage. Investors don’t
have any objection regarding the budget
but are a bit concerned about entrusting
such a big project to a rookie director.
It seems like the creator’s challenging
spirit and the audience’s familiarity to
various genres aren’t enough to allow
the production of large-scale sci-fi films.
There still exist big hurdles to overcome.
Su-jin KIM (Spaceship Victory ) said that

her company has been preparing the
project for ten years. This means that
Korean-style space films will require
all the competence Korean cinema has
accumulated so far to ever happen.

For a Perfect Takeoff
Amidst worries, projects such as The
Moon, Mare Tranquillitatis , and
Spaceship Victory have secured some
safety measures. The Moon aims for a
possible expansion to foreign territories.
Its producer says, “We don’t want to
confine the story to Korea. Rather, we’re
looking at the global market. We are
open to any co-production opportunities
with Hollywood or China.” Mare
Tranquillitatis is betting on uniqueness.
"There are some elements of thriller
in the events taking place at the
base", says producer CHO. “The
Moon looks dry to our eyes but

SONG Joong-ki

actually has vast seas. The setting is
what makes the film more unique.” It
was announced that SONG Joong-ki
will appear in Spaceship Victory, with
the rest of the cast including Korean
actors as well as international talents.
The studio aims to overcome any bias
against Korean SF by introducing
original stories and characters. GIL,
producer on Return , said, “We are
striving to create a drama featuring
varied emotions and realism in order
to make it a human story.” To go into
orbit, Korean sci-fi films need highquality stories, strong casting, highlyskilled technicians, and globally-minded
production companies. If everything
goes well, these Korean space films will
be released between 2020 and 2021. The
countdown to launch has just begun.
by HUH Nam-woong (Film Critic) |
photographed by BAEK Jong-heon
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UPCOMING FILMS

20

Must-see
Korean Films
CJ Entertainment

Extreme Job
2019 | 111 Min l Action, Comedy
DIRECTOR LEE Byeong-heon
CAST RYU Seung-yong, LEE Hanee, JIN Sun-kyu, LEE Dong-hwi, Gong-myoung
RELEASE DATE January 23, 2019 CONTACT CJ Entertainment
Tel +82 2 371 9297 Fax +82 2 371 6346 Email filmsales@cj.net

Following on quickly from What a Man Wants , Twenty
director LEE Byeong-heon returns with Extreme Job , an
action-comedy which will serve at the Korean box office
during this year’s Lunar New Year holidays. Miracle in Cell
No. 7 (2013) star RYU Seung-yong flexes his comedy muscles
once again as Captain KO, the head of a narcotics squad that
is looking to reverse their recent poor performance streak.
That chance comes around when KO catches word of a major
international drug deal about to go down and prepares his
team to go undercover. To provide a front for their roundthe-clock incognito operation, the group poses as the staff
of a rundown fried chicken restaurant right across from
the safe house being used by the drug pushers. However,
team member Detective MA’s culinary skills put a surprise
spanner in the works when his dishes turn the restaurant
into an overnight sensation, making it harder for the wouldbe restaurateurs to do their surveillance work. RYU teams
up with The Outlaws (2017) star JIN Sun-kyu and Sori:
Voice from the Heart (2016) lead LEE Hanee.
by Pierce Conran
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Svaha: The Sixth Finger
2019 | TBA l Horror, Mystery
DIRECTOR JANG Jae-hyun
CAST LEE Jung-jae, PARK Jung-min
RELEASE DATE TBA CONTACT CJ Entertainment
Tel +82 2 371 9297 Fax +82 2 371 6346 Email filmsales@cj.net

Following the smash hit exorcism horror-thriller The Priests
(2015), director JANG Jae-hyun has stayed in the occult
wheelhouse for his sophomore film Svaha: The Sixth Finger .
Svaha: The Sixth Finger follows Pastor PARK, a so-called
religious research specialist whose job is to put suspicious
and religious movements under the magnifying glass in
order to sniff out opportunists. He calls his work ‘religious
purification’, but his true motivations are financial. One
day a new job comes around, which finds him looking into
a new cult named Deer Mount. At the same time, a body
is discovered hidden in a wall following a car accident,
which belongs to a middle school girl who disappeared two
years prior. Police captain HWANG looks into the case but
discovers the prime suspect has already killed himself. Soon
his search leads him to a member of the Deer Mount cult
who appears to be stalking a teenage girl. Both men begin
to swirl around the mysterious religion that throws up more
questions than it answers.
JANG struck gold with his first film by pairing up the
veteran KIM Yun-seok with the heartthrob GANG Dongwon and is looking to tap that well again as he combines
LEE Jung-jae (The Thieves , 2012) with new kid on the block
PARK Jung-min (Keys to the Heart , 2018).
by Pierce Conran

CinemaDAL

Last Scene
2019 | 90 Min | Documentary
DIRECTOR Park Baeil
CAST JUNG Jina, KIM Hyeongun
RELEASE DATE TBA CONTACT CinemaDAL
Tel +82 2 337 2135 Fax +82 2 325 2137 Email sales@cinemadal.com

Tiny Light
2018 | 89 Min | Drama
DIRECTOR CHO Minjae
CAST KWAK Jinmu, BYEON Junghui, KIM Hyeon, SIN Munseong, YUN Seongwon
RELEASE DATE TBA CONTACT CinemaDAL
Tel +82 2 337 2135 Fax +82 2 325 2137 Email sales@cinemadal.com

Jinmu needs to undergo a brain surgery. Upon learning
that he could lose his memory in the process, he starts to
worry about all the things he could forget and gets the
idea of recording them with a camcorder. Each member of
his family agrees to take part in this, by reminiscing past
events of their life in front of the camera and articulating
the way they experienced them. As Jinmu gets to hear
anecdotes about his father who passed away when he
was still young, he becomes fascinated by this enigmatic
figure who has always been present in their life one way
or another. Although he has never really known him,
Jinmu’s existential predicament suddenly makes him feel
closer than ever to his dad. Director CHO Min-jae, whose
is the first directing effort, was motivated to explore family
relations and memories while he was interviewing his own
family after discovering the tomb of his father vandalized.
Although this story is a fiction, CHO opted for an esthetic
style that calls to mind documentaries. First presented at
the Seoul Independent Film Festival, the film picked up
there the Determination Award, a special prize bestowed by
the members of the Association of Korean Independent Film
& Video on their favorite film of the competition.

In the city of Busan, the Kukdo Art Space, sit in a narrow
alley of Daeyeon Neighborhood, is about to close down after
a decade of activity. The decreasing number of spectators,
the pressure of the competition with multiplex chains, as
well as a notice of lease termination eventually got the best
of it. Thanks to the hard work of “Nonpolar” and “6th Grade
Girl”, as they call themselves, this small cinema has been
celebrated across the country for its enticing programming
and its numerous events. Q&A sessions, all-night screenings
and handmade goodies prepared for special occasions have
bolstered a community of film enthusiasts who would come
from far away. With only one month left before the closure,
the daily routines of the two employees remain the same,
still welcoming warmly each movie-goer who visits them, but
now with the preparations for the last screening in mind.
This film follows them on the last step of their journey with
the Kukdo Art Space, while regular customers share their
memories of the theater and what made it so particular.
Documentarist PARK Baeil delivers a fitting epitaph for a
cinema that has long been a strong advocate of documentary
films. By focusing his lens on this specific theater, the
director sheds a light on the plight of independent film
houses in Korea and ponders over the relevance of such
places where we voluntarily lock ourselves for hours, at
a time when modern society attaches such importance to
immediacy above all.
by Fabien Schneider

by Fabien Schneider
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Contents Panda

Birthday
2019 | TBD | Drama
DIRECTOR LEE Jong-un
CAST SUL Kyung-gu, JEON Do-yeon
RELEASE DATE Spring 2019 CONTACT Contents Panda
Tel +82 2 3490 9372 Fax +82 2 6902 0286 Email sales@its-new.co.kr

0.0MHz
2019 | TBD | Horror
DIRECTOR YOU Sun-dong
CAST JEONG Eun-ji (Reply 1997*) LEE Seong-yeol
RELEASE DATE 2019 CONTACT Contents Panda
Tel +82 2 3490 9372 Fax +82 2 6902 0286 Email sales@its-new.co.kr

Five young adults who have had experiences with the
paranormal when they were younger decide to form
a research group, the 0.0MHz club, to study all kinds
of supernatural phenomena and find their scientific
explanations. Ghosts, for instance, are according to them
nothing more than the remaining brainwaves of dead
people, and they can even be summoned, granted you
have the appropriate tools. So when they hear about an
abandoned house that is said to be haunted, they decide
to explore it and prove once and for all their theories.
Unfortunately, the spirit they reach out has an unquenched
thirst for blood. Based on JANG Jak’s popular webtoon of
the same name published online between 2012 and 2013,
0.0MHz intends to prove that the surprising success of
GONJIAM: Haunted Asylum wasn’t a one-off achievement.
These horror codes, Director YOU Sun-dong is already
quite familiar with them since he previously helmed Death
Bell 2: Bloody Camp (2010). The young cast immediately
brought attention to the project in Korea as it will feature
the debut big screen roles of two K-pop stars, JEONG Eunji from girl group Apink and LEE Seong-yeol from boy
group Infinite.
by Fabien Schneider
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Jung-il (SUL Kyung-gu) and Soon-nam (JEON Do-yeon)
were just ordinary parents happy to raise their two lovely
kids. One day, while their son Su-ho was away on a school
trip, they are suddenly told that he passed away in a
dramatic accident. With all the happiness gone at once, the
family starts to break apart. Not having been able to protect
his family, Jung-il considers he has failed in his duty as a
father. Meanwhile, Soon-nam mourns in silence while still
doing her tedious job at a supermarket. While the pain
seems to grow every day, they find some form of comfort
among the other bereaved families.
The story is based on the true events of the 2014 Sewol
Ferry disaster that claimed more than 300 lives, mostly
teenagers, and profoundly shocked the nation. Cannes
acting award winner JEON Do-yeon (Secret Sunshine , The
Housemaid ) and SUL Kyung-gu (A Peppermint Candy, The
Merciless ) reunite on the big screen for the first time since I
Wish I Had a Wife (2001) to portray the intimate struggle of
the thousands of people directly affected by the catastrophe,
beyond the headlines and the many controversies that
followed. Making his commercial debut with this film
is LEE Jong-un, who previously served as an assistant
director on LEE Chang-dong’s Poetry (2010) and Ounie
LECOMTE‘s A Brand New Life (2009).
by Fabien Schneider

Little Big Pictures

Mr. Zoo
2019 | TBD | Adventure, Comedy, Family
DIRECTOR KIM Tae-yun
CAST LEE Sung-min, BAE Jeong-nam, KIM Seo-hyung
RELEASE DATE TBD 3 or 4Q, 2019 CONTACT Little Big Pictures
Tel +82 70 4266 2370 Fax +82 2 2263 8812 Email vicky@little-big.co.kr

The Night of the Hunter
2019 | TBD | Action, Thriller
DIRECTOR YOON Sung-hyun
CAST LEE Je-hoon, CHOI Woo-sik, AHN Jae-hong, PARK Jung-min, PARK Hae-soo
RELEASE DATE TBD 3 or 4Q, 2019 CONTACT Contents Panda
Tel +82 2 3490 9372 Fax +82 2 6902 0286 Email sales@its-new.co.kr

Director YOON Sung-hyun makes his long-awaited comeback
after debuting with his extremely well-regarded Korean
Academy of Film Arts (KAFA) graduation project Bleak
Night , the New Currents Award winner at the Busan
International Film Festival in 2010. Joining him once again
are a pair of actors who became stars after their roles in
YOON’s debut, LEE Je-hoon (Architecture 101 , 2012) and
PARK Jung-min (DONGJU; The Portrait of A Poet , 2016).
Filling out the cast of youth stars is AHN Jae-hong of The
King of Jogku (2014) and CHOI Woo-sik, seen in BONG Joonho’s Okja (2017). This near future sci-fi explores a dystopia
that has seen the gap between the rich and poor widen to
considerable proportions following a financial collapse. A
group of friends commit crimes in order to live hand to
mouth in a neighborhood that has fallen into disrepair. Yet,
when their stored-up savings become worthless, they are
forced to take one final big job out of desperation. Should they
succeed, they might finally escape to a paradise island. Yet
as they diligently prepare for their only hope of survival, a
mysterious man begins to trace their steps. The Night of the
Hunter follows these friends as they embark on a dangerous
heist in struggle for survival.

On the heels of his acclaimed and nuanced turn as a North
Korean official in YOON Jong-bin’s The Spy Gone North and
his leading role in the late summer thriller The Witness last
year, veteran star LEE Sung-min will return in the family
film Mr. Zoo this year, to which he will lend his everyman
appeal playing a National Intelligence Service agent forced
to protect the life of a panda.
Tae-ju, a top agent at the National Intelligence Service
(NIS) is no fan of animals, yet to his great surprise he
suddenly finds himself with the ability to speak to animals
following an unusual accident that occurs after he volunteers
to protect a special Chinese panda named Ming-Ming.
The animal is kidnapped by an international terrorist
organization at its welcome ceremony and Tae-ju is knocked
unconscious during the crime, but when he wakes up he
discovers his strange new ability. As the clock ticks to save
the animal, the agent finds that the only eyewitness is a
grumbling retired military dog named Ali.
Mr. Zoo is the latest work from KIM Tae-yun, who found
success with the drama Another Family (2014) and the trial
film New Trial (2017), and co-stars BAE Jeong-nam (The
Sheriff in Town , 2017) and young Miracle in Cell No. 7 (2013)
star GAL So-won.
by Pierce Conran

by Pierce Conran
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Indiestory

To My River
2019 | 89 Min | Romance
DIRECTOR PARK Kun-young
CAST GANG Jin-ah, GANG Gil-woo, HAN Ki-yoon
RELEASE DATE 2019 CONTANCT Indiestory
Tel +82 2 722 6051 Email indiestory@indiestory.com

Back from the Beat
2019 | 66 Min | Drama
DIRECTOR CHOI Chang-hwan
CAST KWAK Min-kyu, KIM See-eun, PARK Ji-hong
RELEASE DATE March, 2019 CONTACT Indiestory
TEL +82 2 722 6051 Email indiestory@indiestory.com

Making a name for yourself in the world of music is no easy
feat, but it is even less so when you already struggle to make
ends meet. Min-kyu (KWAK Min-kyu) is a young man who
dreams of making a career out of his passion for deejaying,
but he hardly has the time and energy to think about that
when he comes back from his lowly-paid food delivery job.
One day, a close friend who runs a nightclub gives him
the opportunity to play his set. Min-kyu’s confidence takes
a hit, however, when on the night of his show he is being
shunned by his friend, pretending to barely know him. Minkyu’s girlfriend (KIM See-eun), who also has her share of
difficulties and endure peer pressure in the school where
she teaches, is disappointed by his lack of ambition and
wishes him to pursue his vocation more aggressively. The
lingering despair of young adults who fail to live up to their
own expectations in the current working environment has
been a fixture of Korean indie cinema in recent years. Yet,
CHOI Chang-hwan’s film brings its own style by building
a quiet tension that permeates ordinary incidents. Shot in
black and white, the film also reflects the state of mind of its
characters through the camera movements, becoming more
nervous as their frustration grows.
by Fabien Schneider
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Jin-ah is a young woman who is about to publish her first
book, a poetry collection. However, she has recently been
struggling with writer’s block and keeps asking for new
deadlines. To make matters worse, she feels somewhat
responsible for the accident that happened to her exboyfriend, Gil-woo, who is now in coma after falling into
the river. As she visits him, she reminisces the time spent
together, as well as the events that eventually led to
their break-up. The awkward reunions with his family
and friends, as well as the words of comfort she deems
herself undeserving of receiving, only make her feel more
isolated. From these confusing emotions comes a newfound
inspiration for her writing, which gradually becomes a form
of catharsis. First presented in competition at the Jeonju
International Film Festival and winner of a special mention
of the jury at the last Seoul Independent Film Festival, this
film explores the sense of loss in its various forms, be they
faded memories of happier times, strained relationships, or
the dreadful realization that too much time has passed and
things won’t ever be the same. Director PARK Kun-young
weaves a very intimate tale of self-doubt and questioning
in the face of a tragic event. Yet for all its bleakness and its
chilly hues, To My River is very much a film about finding
hope even in times of mourning, and the important role
artistic expression can have in such process.
by Fabien Schneider

Finecut

Red Shoes and the Seven Dwarfs
2019 | TBD | 3D, Family, Adventure, Animation
DIRECTOR Sungho HONG
VOICE CAST Chloë Grace MORETZ as Snow White,
Sam CLAFLIN as Merlin, Gina GERSHON as Witch Queen,
Jim RASH as Prince Average, Patrick WARBURTON as Magic Mirror
RELEASE DATE TBC CONTACT Finecut
Tel +82 2 569 8777 Fax +82 2 569 6662 Email cineinfo@finecut.co.kr

Idol
2019 | TBD | Thriller, Drama
DIRECTOR LEE Su-jin CAST HAN Suk-kyu, SUL Kyung-gu, , CHUN Woo-hee
RELEASE DATE TBC CONTACT Finecut
Tel +82 2 569 8777 Fax +82 2 569 6662 Email cineinfo@finecut.co.kr

Politician Myung-hui’s career is put in jeopardy following an
accident involving his son. Owing to his strict moral code,
he urges his son to come forward. Meanwhile Joong-sik’s life
falls apart when his mentally handicapped son, whom he
dotes on, dies in an accident. Ryeon-hwa, a young woman,
is the only person who saw what really happened, but
she disappears without a trace. Now both of these fathers
desperately try to find out where she went, for their own
separate agenda, as they come to learn the horrible truth
of what really occurred that night. Idol is the sophomore
feature, and commercial debut, of acclaimed filmmaker
LEE Su-jin, who debuted to considerable acclaim with Han
Gong-ju in 2013. His debut earned the top awards from the
Marrakesh, Rotterdam and Fribourg International Film
Festivals, among many other accolades, and created quite a
bit of curiosity surrounding what his next project would be.
LEE is also reunited with his Han Gong-ju star CHUN Woohee, who quickly became a star following her performance
in his debut, and has appeared in works such as NA Hongjin’s The Wailing (2016) in the years since. Also joining
the director are the veteran stars SUL Kyung-gu (The
Merciless , 2017) and HAN Suk-kyu (The Prison , 2017).

Seven dwarfs who used to be known as dashing princes
have but one way to break their curse, they must kiss
the most beautiful woman in the land. Snow White,
a young woman who some would consider plain, comes
across a pair of magical red shoes by chance. After putting
them on, her body is suddenly completely transformed.
Will her new form be the answer to the prayers of the
seven dwarfs as they seek to be restored to their former
selves?
Red Shoes and the Seven Dwarfs presents the quest of
these men and the journey of a young woman as it explores
the question of what beauty really is, whether found on
the inside or the outside.
Red Shoes and the Seven Dwarfs is the feature-length
animated debut of Sungho HONG, who previously made
the short-form animated title Egg-Cola: A Miracle in
the Desert in 2003. The project has received attention for
its notable voice cast, which features global stars such as
Chloë Grace Moretz of Kick-Ass , who takes on the voice
of Snow White, as well as The Hunger Games actor
Sam Claflin and Gina Gershon of Face/Off , among
others.
Korean animators are in high demand around the world,
but Red Shoes and the Seven Dwarfs will present a rare
opportunity for foreign viewers to discover a Korean
feature lengthy animation.
by Pierce Conran

by Pierce Conran
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Lotte Entertainment

MAL•MO•E: The Secret Mission
2019 | 135 Min | Drama
DIRECTOR EOM Yu-na
CAST YOO Hai-jin, YOON Kye-sang
RELEASE DATE Jan 9, 2019 CONTACT Lotte Entertainment
Tel +82 2 3470 3534 Fax +82 2 3470 3439 Email international02@lotte.net

Innocent Witness
2019 | 125 Min | Drama
DIRECTOR LEE Han
CAST JUNG Woo-sung, KIM Hyang-gi
RELEASE DATE Feb 13, 2019 CONTACT Lotte Entertainment
Tel +82 2 3470 3534 Fax +82 2 3470 3439 Email international02@lotte.net

Sun-ho is a defense attorney who has just been assigned
the case of an influential person who is being charged
of murder. In order to get a decisive piece of evidence to
prove his client’s innocence, he decides to interrogate the
only witness to the crime, a teenage girl named Ji-woo.
However, her autistic disorder prevents her from opening
up that easily to strangers, let alone give a testimony. Sunho tries to earn her trust, and by doing so, realizes all
the difficulties she has been facing all her life, eventually
becoming one of her only friends.
KIM Hyang-gi, who has been on a roll recently following
the gigantic success of Alone with the Gods franchise, took
upon the challenge of portraying an autistic child. Playing
against her is one of the most famous actors in Korean
films, JUNG Woo-sung, whose credits include Musa – The
Warrior (2001), The Good, the Bad, the Weird (2008) and
The King (2017). This film is the latest from LEE Han,
who won the audience award at the Udine’s Far East Film
Festival in 2014 with his historical drama A Melody to
Remember (2016).
by Fabien Schneider
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The “Mal-mo-e”, the first Korean dictionary ever compiled,
was first conceived by JOO Si-gyeong in 1911, in the wake
of the Japanese annexation of Korea. It took on important
significance in the 1940s when the Japanese occupying
forces decided to tighten their cultural hold on the colony
by enacting a ban on the use and teaching of the Korean
language. The story of the film starts with Pan-su (YOO
Hai-jin), an illiterate ex-convict who just got fired. Desperate
to earn the money needed to provide education for his son, he
steals the bag of an elegantly dressed man (YOON Kye-sang)
but gets caught soon after. Much to Pan-su’s surprise, the
mysterious man doesn’t hold a grudge and, after revealing
his identity as the president of the Korean Language Society,
even offers him to work for them. Pan-su accepts but must
first go through an intensive course in reading and writing.
Made up of people from all walks of life, the secretive group
intends to scour the country and gather as many words
and dialects as possible before it’s too late. By joining their
efforts, Pan-su discovers the origin of the words he has been
using all his life and finds a new appreciation for the Korean
language. Following in the footsteps of many historical
dramas on Korean independence fighters, this film takes a
different approach by focusing on the more abstract front
of that battle, celebrating all the lesser-known people who
contributed in their own way to the protection of the Korean
culture.
by Fabien Schneider

Mirovision/Studio Bonanza

Pamir
2019 | TBD | Human Drama
DIRECTOR O Muel
CAST LEE Ju-seng, JANG Dong-yun, LEE Ju-woo
RELEASE DATE 2-3Q, 2019 CONTACT Mirovision/Studio Bonanza
Tel +82 2 797 7589 Fax +82 2 797 7587 Email market@mirovision.com

Rosebud
2019 | 125 Min | Romantic Comedy, Drama
DIRECTOR JO Seok-hyun
CAST YU Ho-jung, PARK Sung-woong, CHOI Woo-sik, HA Yeon-su,
OH Jung-se, LEE Won-geun
RELEASE DATE Jan 16, 2019 CONTACT Mirovision/Studio Bonanza
Tel +82 2 797 7589 Fax +82 2 797 7587 Email market@mirovision.com

Rosebud is an ebullient young woman who works at a shoe
factory during the day while her night hours are filled by
her experiences on the stage as an amateur singer at a
bar. In her element, she outshines everyone yet she never
imagined she would become a mother. That is, until the
night she discovers that she is pregnant. She decides to keep
the child. Yet things aren’t quite so simple as she must now
juggle the new responsibilities with a life already filled with
dual careers and other complications.
Playing the title character is YU Ho-jung, a veteran star
who has split her time between the big and small screen,
appearing in works such as IM Kwon-taek’s Chihwaseon
(2002) and KANG Hyoung-chul’s Sunny (2011) over the
years. This endearing romantic comedy-drama assembles
a broad cast of familiar faces around her, which include
busy character actor PARK Sung-woong, seen in The Great
Battle and Monstrum last year among others, CHOI Woosik, star of BONG Joon-ho’s Okja (2017) and PARK’s co-star
in Monstrum , and Swing Kids (2018) actor OH Jung-se.
Rosebud is the debut of director JO Seok-hyun.

In April 2014, high school students Sung-chul, Se-jun, and
Song-yi board the Sewol ferry after Se-jun leaves his bike
in the passenger terminal. At the same time, Sul-hee sees
her own friends off as the ferry sets sail. However, tragedy
strikes the next morning as the ship sinks and the loved
ones of all those aboard head for Pengmok Harbor. Sungchul is the only one among his friends who manages to
escape while Sul-hee grieves for her own friends, who all
perished on board. Sung-chul’s pain prompts him to give up
his college dreams, but when he receives the key to Se-jun’s
bike, he decides to live out his friend’s dream of completing
a bicycle journey around the Pamir Mountains in Central
Asia.
O Muel, the director behind the Sundance Film Festival
Grand Prize winner Jiseul (2012), is returning with his
latest foray into art cinema, the human drama Pamir. The
bicycle journey portion of Pamir was presented as a short
film on the Korean cable series Full Audience on JTBC
in late 2017, in which O Muel featured as a special secret
participant on a show that chronicled ten noted Korean
filmmakers as they each made specially-commissioned
short films for the program. O traveled to Central Asia
to complete his segment, which is based on unresolved
emotions from the Sewol Ferry sinking, an event that also
informed his 2015 film Eyelids .
by Pierce Conran

by Pierce Conran
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M-line Distribution

Trade Your Love
2019 | 88 Min | Romantic Comedy
DIRECTOR PARK Ho-chan, PARK Soo-zin
Cast KIM Dong-wook, KO Sung-hee
RELEASE Feb. 14, 2019 Contact M-line Distribution
Tel +82 2 796 2425 Fax +82 2 796 2429 Email sales@mline-distribution.com

Kokdu: A Story of Guardian Angels
2019 | 73 Min | Drama
DIRECTOR KIM Tae Yong
CAST KIM Su-an, CHOI Go, CHO Hee-bong
RELEASE TBA Contact M-line Distribution
Tel +82 2 796 2425 Fax +82 2 796 2429 Email sales@mline-distribution.com

Upon seeing a cute puppy on sale in a junk shop, a brother and
a sister decide to trade in their grandmother’s floral shoes.
Not long after they come back home with their new friend,
they hear that their grandmother collapsed while anxiously
searching for her shoes and had to be taken away in an
ambulance. Guilt-ridden, the kids head back to the shop with
the hope to retrieve the shoes but get lost amidst the piles of
junk, their search eventually leading them to the underworld.
There, they meet four “Kokdus”, guardians who comfort the
lost souls and show them the way through the nether world.
With their help, the children set off on a fantastic journey to
find the missing shoes. KIM Tae Yong, better known for his
directing work on Late Autumn (2010), has since been busy
experimenting with the combination of cinema and music
shows. In 2017, he teamed up with music director BANG Junseok to create a musical stage performance featuring Korean
traditional music and dance. As soon as the curtain closed on
the last showing, KIM was determined to bring the story to
the silver screen. Reprising their roles are the two young leads,
among which KIM Su-an, one of the most promising child
actors of the moment, who appeared in Train to Busan
(2016) and The Battleship Island (2017).
by Fabien Schneider

38 KOREAN CINEMA TODAY

Sung-seok and Hae-ju, like many Koreans of their
generation, must juggle between the constant social pressure
to get married and their personal ambitions. Sung-seok
wants nothing more than to run away with his girlfriend
and her kid, but his family stipulates that he must be
married to inherit their fortune. As for Hae-joo, she plans
to move overseas, where she would be finally free to live
her own life. On their first meeting – a blind date arranged
by their parents, of course – it doesn’t take long for them to
find a good affinity, in that they both want to get rid of their
parents’ prying once and for all. They eventually come up
with a bold scheme through which they consent on faking
their own marriage for the next three years before divorcing
and going each their own way. Rules are fixed to protect
their privacy and allow for a pleasant cohabitation. However,
the only thing they didn’t expect is that their families would
get so carried away by the good news, their lie would have
the opposite effect. Their parents start to interfere with
every aspect of their life as a couple and turn the wedding
preparations into a series of obstacles. Starring KIM Dongwook, who recently rose to international stardom with Along
with the Gods series of films, this romantic comedy doesn’t
pretend to break the rules of the genre but doesn’t shy away
either from addressing one of the biggest concerns of Korean
young adults.
by Fabien Schneider

Showbox

Money
2019 | TBD | Crime Drama
DIRECTOR PARK Noo-ri
CAST RYU Jun-yeol, YOO Ji-tae
RELEASE DATE 1Q, 2019 CONTACT Showbox
Tel +82 2 3218 5657 Fax +82 2 3444 6688 Email sales@showbox.co.kr
Website www.showbox.co.kr/english

Hit-and-Run Squad
2019 | 133 Min | Crime Action
DIRECTOR HAN Jun-hee
CAST KONG Hyo-jin, RYU Jun-yeol, CHO Jung-seok
RELEASE DATE Jan. 30, 2019 CONTACT Showbox
Tel +82 2 3218 5657 Fax +82 2 3444 6688 Email sales@showbox.co.kr
Website www.showbox.co.kr/english

Following his women’s gangland thriller Coin Locker Girl ,
which scored an invitation to the Critics Week sidebar of the
Cannes Film Festival in 2015, HAN Jun-hee returns with
an explosive cocktail of cars, cops and crime with Hit-andRun Squad , which Showbox will release in time for the busy
Lunar New Year holiday.
Min-jae is a new recruit, fresh from the police academy with
a special talent behind the wheel, who finds himself assigned
to the hit-and-run squad. Also in the squad is Detective Siyeon, who was unfairly demoted from her previous post for
only doing her job. The odd couple are quickly forced to team
up when the well-to-do speed freak and former Formula One
racing driver Jae-chul begins to terrorize the area as he
wreaks havoc with his dangerous need for speed.
KONG Hyo-jin, who was just in theaters with the acclaimed
mystery-thriller Door Lock (2018), leads a cast that also
includes the young Believer (2018) star RYU Jun-yeol and
CHO Jung-seok, recently seen alongside SONG Kang-ho in
The Drug King (2018). Offering up a big-budget and highoctane tentpole with a strong female cast for a change, Hitand-Run Squad also features JEON Hye-jin (The Poet and
the Boy, 2017) and YEOM Jung-a (Intimate Strangers , 2018).

Il-hyun is a rookie stockbroker without connections, but he
gets the help he needs when he meets the expert market
manipulator ‘The Ticket’ and soon finds himself on the fast
track to success. It doesn’t take long for his life to change,
but along with all his newfound riches also comes the
terrible price he must pay, as the dire consequences of his
actions begin to present themselves before him.
RYU Jun-yeol's star exploded in 2017 when he appeared in
the hit A Taxi Driver , as well as a slew of other films, but it
was in 2018 that he proved he could shoulder a whole film
when he played one of the leads in LEE Hae-young’s summer
hit Believer. His successful run looks set to continue in the
early part of the year as he is headlining a pair of major
Showbox titles. Following the Lunar New Year release Hitand-Run Squad , RYU appears in this movie as the young
stockbroker, playing opposite YOO Ji-tae as the financial
mastermind ‘The Ticket’. This crime drama is the debut
of director PARK Noo-ri, who previously worked as an
assistant director on RYOO Seung-wan films such as The
Unjust (2010) and The Berlin File (2013).
by Pierce Conran

by Pierce Conran
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INTERVIEW

KIM Jee-yong

Director of Photography
of THE FORTRESS and
SWING KIDS
Striking a Balance
between Crisp and Rich
Cinematographer KIM Jee-yong won the
Golden Frog Award, the top prize at the 26th
EnergaCamerimage International Film Festival,
for his work on The Fortress (2017). The
EnergaCamerimage, which takes place in Poland,
is the world’s premiere cinematography event. KIM
is the first Korean to win this most prestigious
award. His competitors included world-renowned
cinematographers such as Bruno Delbonnel (Coen
Brothers’s The Ballad of Buster Scruggs ), Linus
Sandgren (Damien Chazelle’s First Man ), Paul
Thomas Anderson (Phantom Thread ) and Benoît
Delhomme (Julian Schnabel’s At Eternity’s Gate ).
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KIM Jee-yong began work as a cinematographer on A
Bittersweet Life (2005) from KIM Jee-woon and has
since worked with directors such as HWANG Dong-hyuk,
JANG Joon-hwan, and YIM Pil-sung, lensing such works
as Forbidden Quest (2006), Hansel and Gretel (2007), The
Last Stand (2013), and Miss Granny (2013). The majority
of these works were essentially genre films that placed
heavy emphasis on flashy action scenes. Compared to his
earlier projects, the camerawork seen in The Fortress is
austere and ascetic. What distinguishes KIM’s work on The
Fortress is the crisp camera movement and efforts made to
create sparsity rather than packing the screen with images.
KIM’s success in producing dazzling oversaturated shots
seems to have contributed to his success in producing the
constrained and vivid images seen in The Fortress . The gaze
of the camera embodies the regard of the common people,
who struggle to survive while the high lords are preoccupied
with endless squabbling. It is interesting to see that KIM’s
filmography is now being re-evaluated due to his work on The
Fortress , in which the cinematographer states he was less
concerned “by what to add than by what to take out.” One can
hardly argue against the fact that the reason a historical film
set during the Joseon Dynasty was readily understood by
audience members in Europe is due, in part, to KIM’s candid
camerawork.
KIM also shot Swing Kids , which came out in theaters in late
2018. The tone and manner of the camerawork seen in Swing
Kids and The Fortress are so different one would hardly
guess they were shot by the same cinematographer. Clearly,
KIM ardently believes that decisions regarding camera
movement and lighting should be based on the scenario,
not the cinematographer’s palate. I met with Director of
Photography (DP) KIM Jee-yong to discuss his latest works.
Did the selection committee at EnergaCamerimage ask you any
questions about The Fortress ?

I didn’t hear anything too specific, but they were interested
in the cost of production and were really surprised when
they heard about our budget. Had they expressed some kind
of fascination for the oriental beauty of Asian films, I would
have found it lame, but I could feel we have definitely moved
past that.

came up to me to ask about my work. (laughs). I’m a big fan
of Bruno Delbonnel, the DP of Inside Llewyn Davis , who was
at the event for his work on the Coen Brother’s The Ballad of
Buster Scruggs . I also spoke with Benoît Delhomme, the DP
who worked on The Theory of Everything and At Eternity’s
Gate . I met him when I was a student at the American Film
Institute (AFI), but this was an entirely different experience.
Compared to other historical dramas, your work on The Fortress is
much more austere. I imagine you put a lot of thought into that.

I couldn’t be as flashy as I was with The Royal Tailor or
Forbidden Quest . With Forbidden Quest , from the get-go,
my goal was to be fancy. Up till that point, most historical
dramas were shot so that they resembled oriental-style
paintings. I wanted to mix things up. My approach was more
akin to oil painting. Even with the lighting, I tried to mimic
what you might see in a European period drama. When
shooting The Royal Tailor , the aim was to make the clothing
take center stage, which wasn’t the case with The Fortress .
In that case, what were some points you considered when generating
the conceptual plan for The Fortress ?

Early on, Director HWANG Dong-hyuk mentioned that the
film had to feel cold. He wanted to see the steam coming
from the characters’ mouth. We agreed that the death of the
boatman had to be shot from afar. We also decided to shoot
many of the scenes outdoors rather than constructing a set.
This was the basic conceptual framework we came out with
during our first meeting.
How did you decide on the camera lens and the aspect ratio?

Sometimes there is a clear reason behind such decisions but
with The Fortress it was mostly based on intuition. I prefer a
widescreen format in films that feature a lot of close-ups, so I
decided to go with 2.35:1 rather than 1.85:1. I used the zoom
lens a lot.
Originally, the first scene of the film was supposed to be a shot of
the empty palace echoing with the voices of the King’s retainers. In
that way, the first and the last scenes were supposed to mirror each
other. I am curious why you changed it to what we are presented with
– the sight of rows of Chinese soldiers seen over the shoulder of CHOI
Myung-gil (LEE Byung-hun)?

What did it feel like being in a room with cinematographers you
admire?

I was awestruck when Edward Lachman, the DP of Carol ,

The first scene was challenging. A few days before shooting,
Director HWANG and I went back to the storyboard. We
decided that the first scene was a bit too unfocused, so we
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I thought a lot about what it means
to be realistic. As a film, what you see
in The Fortress is a reimagining of
past events, but whenever possible
we did away with unnecessary frames
and lighting.

decided to go with the more straightforward approach.

What was the purpose of the blue hue that can be seen throughout
the film?

The next scene is a longshot of KIM Sang-hun (KIM Yun-seok)
crossing the river with the boatman. There seems to be a theme that
plays out throughout the film, what with the dead boatman, the dead
deer seen right before the battle at the Northern Gate, and the death
of KIM Sang-hun.

We filmed the longshot of KIM Sang-hun the way we did
because that’s how it felt right. It was a gut feeling. It was
important, early on, to introduce the audience to KIM Sanghun and CHOI Myung-gil, as well as to inform them of the
state of the royal court. The purpose was to show the state
of affairs as well as to depict just how small humans are in
comparison to the greatness of nature.

You see a lot of white snow and the color blue in the
background. The aim was to amplify the cold atmosphere
of the film. The situation at the temporary palace was
bleak, so the overarching visual strategy was to shoot many
of these scenes with minimal light. One of the reasons I
wanted the film to begin with the court already having
retreated to the fortress was so that we could maintain this
bleak tone.
Another reason the use of blue is so pronounced is because
many of the scenes were shot in the evening. Originally these
were meant to be shot in the night, but they ended up being
too dark, so we readjusted the time to earlier in the evening,
before everything blurred into pitch black.

The panoramic shot of the Namhansanseong Fortress and the
surrounding mountains blends well with the ambience of the film.

What made the cinematography of The Fortress stand out?

What rule do you follow when shooting sceneries?

I would say it was the camera’s attitude. I thought a lot about
what it means to be realistic. Of course, as a film, what
you see in The Fortress is a reimagining of past events, but
whenever possible we did away with unnecessary frames
and lighting. We added to the cinematic experience through
subtraction.

This was not my first time working on a historical drama,
but The Fortress was much more heavily based on historical
events than works I had previously worked on. On top of
that, we were filming at the actual site where these events
had transpired, so I wanted the shots to capture that sense of
history. Whether it was insert cuts or battle scenes, I did not
shoot them so that they would appear extraordinarily dynamic
or artificially beautiful. That wouldn’t have felt right. Even
with insert cuts, rather than beautifying them by shooting
them against the background of a beautiful sunset, my
intention was to make the scenes look raw, frigid, and dark.
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Why did you decide to work with Director KANG Hyoung-chul on
Swing Kids ?

Well, I had just finished working on a historical piece, so I
wanted to work on film set in modern times. I was also drawn
to the idea of dance being the subject matter of the film. In

The Fortress

particular, I wanted to shoot the sequence where RHO Ki-soo
(DOH Kyung-soo) and YANG Pan-rae (PARK Hye-soo) dance
and run to David Bowie’s "Modern Love."
What were some things you took into consideration when deciding
the overall look and the cinematographic approach to Swing Kids ?

I looked at pictures taken by war correspondents and color
prints published in LIFE magazine in the 1950s so that I
could replicate the faded look. I wanted to give the film the
dull, faded look you see in photos that have deteriorated
with time. The story begins off fairly lightheartedly, but it
later turns into something far more serious, as it chronicles
dreadful events that happen during a terrible time in Korean
history. A lot of attention was paid to this shift in the film’s
tone. When the characters are dancing or performing on
stage, we used bright lighting setups and accentuated the
color to underline the fantastical nature of that part of the
narrative. Some people said we overdid it but most of it was
in keeping with Director KANG’s vision.

Director KANG was meticulously prepared for the
camerawork. He even divided up the picture board and put
them into the cine editor to do some rough editing, so we
could get a better idea of what the sequence would look like.
It might not have been previsualizing, but it was certainly
enough to get a sense of the rhythm. We also did a lot of
rehearsals. This was the first time I worked on a film with so
much movement. (laughs)
What was the first thing that came to your mind when you read the
scenario?

The texture of the light that would penetrate the film. Would
it be soft, rich, or rough? Should we show a lot of shadows?
Light is always the first thing I take into consideration before
deciding on the overall concept of a film.
Could you share with us your philosophy as a cinematographer?

The dynamic camerawork employed for the dancing scenes in Swing

The answer to that has a lot to do with which projects I
choose to work on. I don’t have my own special way of doing
things. I tend to pick works that have a clear vision. My job is
ensuring that this vision is realized on the screen.

Kids was impressive.

by KIM Hyeon-su (Cine21 reporter) | photographed by OH Gye-ok

www.koreanfilm.or.kr 43

INTERVIEW

44 KOREAN CINEMA TODAY

HONG Hyung-sook

Director of Junha’s Planet

Everyone lives
on their own Planet
Junha is a 11-year-old boy who lives in Seongmisan Village,
a cooperative community located in Seoul. His classmates
avoid him because they don’t know when he might suddenly
start spitting and throwing punches at them. The teacher
tries to calm him down and reason with him but Junha is
a bit different from the other children. Nevertheless, his
classmates and the village residents do their best to be
understanding and communicate as best they can with him.

Junha’s Planet is the latest work by Director HONG
Hyung-sook, who is also the festival Director of the
DMZ International Documentary Film Festival. The film
follows Junha, a young boy who lives on his own little
planet, as he engages with the people that orbit around
him. The film was recently screened at the International
Documentary Filmfestival Amsterdam (IDFA) as a featurelength documentary competition. Director HONG’s pervious
works include The Border City (2002) and The Border City 2
(2009). What compelled Director HONG — who is not only a
filmmaker but also a member of Seongmisan Village — to
take on this project?

When did you first meet Junha?

I first met Junha when he was in preschool. We are both part
of the Seongmisan Village community. When Junha was in
1st grade at Seongmisan School, I had a chance to sit in on
one of the classes, which is when he caught my attention. He
is a very handsome boy and I was fascinated by the many
stories I heard about him.
What made you decide to pick up the camera and film him?

Junha’s parents have always been concerned about his
development. I believe the school decided it would be a good
idea to keep a record of his education. As a resident of the
village and a documentary filmmaker, I felt that this project
would be meaningful — not only as archival material, but
also because it could pose meaningful questions for all of
us as we take a closer look at Junha. I also wanted this to
be a good experience for Junha and I thought that if he saw
filming as a type of game, this could be achieved.
This must have required close cooperation with Junha’s parents and
teachers.

It was important that both the village and the school find
and share ways to better understand Junha. I met with his
teachers frequently during the early stages of filming. I also
talked to his classmates’ parents to explain the situation to
them. I promised that the camera would not be a disturbance
and asked their permission for filming. It didn’t happen
overnight, but we got there eventually. My aim was to find
ways to proceed with the project while keeping everyone at
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You can only know so much about another person.
Most of this so-called knowledge about the other
is superficial. People are complicated and
layered beings. It is important that this be
our starting point when engaging with each other.

ease. We held weekly meetings with Junha’s classmates to
discuss how they felt about the filming. At first, some felt
uncomfortable with the whole idea and said they would prefer
not to be filmed. I made sure they were not included in the
shots. Later on, these students (and their parents) decided
that they didn’t mind the filming after all.
What was your overall approach to filming Junha?

Filming someone means you are venturing into someone
else’s territory. This requires that you open the door and
allow your personal spaces to co-mingle. I was desperate to
better understand Junha, and that desire is what fueled the
project.

I am sure of, however, it is the fact that people think they
are the center of the universe. People believe that the world,
the heavens, revolve around them. I believe this is the key
to understanding people. In this sense, Junha is no different
from you or me. Language is a basic tool which we use to
communicate with, but language does not come naturally
to Junha. That is what sets him apart. But does language
guarantee smooth communication? Not at all. Language also
creates misunderstandings, and these misunderstandings
tend to snowball. This is something I am sure Junha also
struggled with.
In a nutshell, by introducing us to Junha and showing us how he
interacts with the world around him, the film asks us how we should

How did you decide on the title? Is there a reason you likened Junha

navigate the systems of relations that form a significant part of our

to a planet?

own lives.

I think everyone has their own world, their own planet,
per se. Junha’s Planet could refer to his inner world or it
could be interpreted as how he interacts with other people’s
planets. There is a popular Korean song by KIM Kuk-hwan
called “Tatata.” The lyrics go, “You don’t know me. How
would I ever know you?” I say this in jest, but the song does
contain a grain of truth. You can only know so much about
another person. Most of this so-called knowledge about
the other is superficial. People are complicated and layered
beings. It is important that this be our starting point when
engaging with each other. Another thing is the fact that as
we get older, we all become authors of over-dramatized selfnarratives. This complicates things. If there is one thing

People like to talk about finding ways to live harmoniously
with others. What it boils down to is whether you can put
your money where your mouth is. This is true with me as
well. Junha in many ways embodied this problem. For me, it
was a matter of how I would find a place for him in my own
world, my own universe. In the film, there is a scene where
curtains flutter in the wind and at this precise moment you
can see the scenery outside. Although we are all hidden from
each other, there are brief moments when you can get a peek
of what is behind the curtain. I believe this is how we learn
about each other. We piece together the information we can
gather from those brief glimpses we take of the landscape
behind the drapes. This is what I attempt in the film.
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There are a few places Junha likes to go to when he wants to be alone
with himself. Those scenes were quietly powerful, seeing him in his
own world.

That is why I came up with the title, Junha’s Planet . There
was a moment when the camera was out of focus and I got
this blurry shot which made Junha look like a celestial
body. It was then that I decided to frame Junha’s story using
what astronomers call retrograde and prograde motion. As
each of us, living on our own little planets, orbits the sun,
and engages in retrograde and prograde motion. Sometimes
we draw closer to one and other, but at other times we drift
away. This is how I view human relations — coexisting from
a safe distance.
To people outside of Seongmisan Village, the sight of the community
and the school children working so hard to communicate with Junha
might seem almost surreal.

That may be so, but when after a screening in the
Netherlands an audience member walked up to me and
asked, “So, this is what a regular classroom looks like in
Korea?” I was relieved, to say the least. In any case, it wasn’t
as if anyone in the community or at school was making
a significant sacrifice. There may have been a few scenes
where it might have appeared this way, but I took them
out during post production. I wanted to deliver a balanced
narrative.
You only appear in the documentary once. You were on your way to
the supermarket and you run into Junha riding in police car. He had

Designed by Propaganda

gone missing but the police had found him and were bringing him
back home. He addresses you directly.

I thought a lot about whether or not to add that scene during
editing. I certainly didn’t put it in to emphasize the fact
that I was behind the camera. Junha talked to the camera
a lot while we were shooting. It’s one of his quirks. Another
one of his mannerisms is that he tends to repeat things he
has been told. If, for instance, a teacher or classmate says,
“Junha, stop. Please, wait”, then later on, when he isn’t
feeling comfortable in front of the camera, he will say, “Hoho (my nickname), stop. Please, wait.” That means he wants
to stop filming. If we need to keep shooting, I asked for
his permission with something like, “Just give me 10 more
seconds and we can call it a wrap.” To be honest, I am not
sure who he thinks I am. A neighbor? The director? Just a
person with a camera? In that scene, when he is riding in the
police car, I think he felt the need to explain himself. All I

said was, “I see.” I could have edited out my voice but didn’t
see the need.
This is the second time you are taking on the role of DMZ
International Documentary Film Festival Director.

Last year, I had to participate in the press meeting for
the opening ceremony right after being named the festival
director. I didn’t have time to add my own personal touch to
the festival. This year I hope to do a lot of advertising. This
is the 11th DMZ International Documentary Film Festival.
I hope that this event will mark the beginning of a new
chapter in the festival’s history. I hope to help make it a more
mature and thought-provoking gathering. I welcome all the
help I can get. (laughs).
by KIM Seong-hoon (Cine 21 Reporter) | photographed by CHOI Sung-youl
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INTERVIEW

MA Min-ji

Director of Family in the Bubble
Looking to the Past
for a Better Tomorrow
Family in the Bubble chronicles the rise and fall of
a Korean family who rode the wave of the surging
real estate market in the 1980s and 90s, until it
came crashing down with the 1997 Asian Financial
Crisis. This documentary film by Director MA Min-ji
offers an intimate portrait of the three members
of her own family. Ma’s mother, NOH Hae-sook,
is an amateur documentarist who made home
videos that preserve the happy memories of her
family. The director’s father, MA Poong-rak, is a
former real estate developer who has now turned
into a gruff old man. The couple’s daughter and
film director, MA Min-ji, is a young woman who
grew up in an affluent middle-class household but
is now struggling to afford rent. The film, which
starts off as a family legacy documentary, soon
expands into a more general dialogue about the
history of Korea’s urban development in the 1980s
and 90s. It is also the personal account of the
collapse of the middle-class following the Asian
Financial Crisis, seen through the eyes of a young
director who remembers life before and after the
so-called IMF Crisis. The film has been screened at
the Architecture Film Festival Rotterdam (AFFR),
Toronto Reel Asian International Film Festival, as
well as numerous other international film festivals.
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The film begins with a voice-over narration. You say you decided to
start shooting this documentary after you ran into your estranged
father at a subway station and became curious about what kind of
life he was living. Tell us a bit more.

I didn’t know exactly what my father did for a living when
I was in middle school. After we bumped into each other,
I became curious about him. I thought my parents did
something related to real estate development, but it was
through the course of interviewing them that I learned
that they had jumped into the housing business during the
property boom in the late 80s and early 90s.
What was your reaction when you heard about them buying and
selling houses back in the day?

Early on, the research process was so much fun that I was
overcome with an intense desire to make the film. (laughs)

The rise and fall of my parent’s business perfectly matched the
history of urban development in Seoul. As a director, it was
tremendously interesting to see how my family rode the real
estate wave and how it ultimately all came crashing down.
The film starts off as a story about your family but later expands and
becomes a study of urban development.

When I was young, I didn’t think much about the fact that
my parents worked in real estate. Whenever my mother
mentioned “real estate” or “investment,” I couldn’t fully
grasp what she was talking about. It was through working
on the film that I learned that all of Korea’s social problems
are in some way linked to the issue of real estate. Because
Korea was hit by the IMF Crisis when I was still quite
young, I never had the opportunity to discuss how the
economic downturn affected the lives of people my age. I

Family in the Bubble
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The younger generation has lost all hope for a brighter future.
Before we can look towards the future, I think we need to understand
how we got into this mess in the first place.

hope this documentary film will spark such discussion.
It must have been no easy thing, filming your own family.

My mother never even told our relatives about how hard
they had it, so she disliked the idea of filming at first. She
was particularly opposed to the idea of sitting in front of
the camera without her makeup on. It took a good deal of
persuading on my part to get her to agree. Later on, she
became much more enthusiastic about the project. She even
took me to film her office.
How were things with your father? He seems like rather the stoic type.

He wasn’t concerned about me filming in the house. But
when he was working or going out to meet someone, he would
get angry at me and tell me to stop following him around.
Sometimes he would flee to a public bathroom and refuse to
come out. You could call it a father-daughter game of hideand-seek. Because he isn’t great at expressing his emotions,
he had this roundabout way of telling me he didn’t want to be
filmed. He’d say something like, “It wouldn’t be proper for you
to come with me.” (laughs)
The family videos your mother filmed on the 8mm video camera
which show your happy, middle-class family added a great deal of
texture to the film. We don’t have as many pictures and videos from
back then. We didn’t have "selfies," after all.

Before the IMF Crisis, my mother’s hobby was taking
pictures. We lived in a spacious 160-200 square meter
apartment back then. She used to go on and on about her plan
to give me a photo album and video tape as a gift every year
before I turned twenty. Thankfully, those pictures and videos
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were still well preserved. The videos were digitalized, and I
watched them with my mother. For me, personally, it brought
back so many memories of a time when we were all so happy
and well off. As a director, I thought a lot about how to link
these images with the comments my mother and father had
made during their interviews.
It certainly seems symbolic that the home videos stop after the IMF
Crisis and the family was faced with tougher times.

That took me by surprise. The last video my mother filmed
was the school talent show. We had just moved out of our own
place and started living in rental housing.
The film is also special because it is a story of urban development
before and after the IMF Crisis told from the perspective of someone
who experienced it when they were still quite young.

My life was turned upside down by the IMF Crisis. When I
was young, I couldn’t understand why things had changed
so drastically. My parents didn’t bother explaining what
had happened. It was frustrating because I really wanted
to understand. People from my parent’s generation like to
tell us that if we work hard, we can make it in the world.
Unfortunately, the country’s socio-economic structure
changed after the crisis hit. The younger generation has lost
all hope for a brighter future. Before we can look towards the
future, I think we need to understand how we got into this
mess in the first place.
Along with personal records, such as the interview with your
parents and the home videos, the film features a great deal of public
records from the 80s and 90s, such as news clips about apartment

Family in the Bubble

construction. How did you decide on which articles to include?

My chief concern was how to best relay through the screen
the optimism felt throughout Korea during the economic
boom – when people were sure they would succeed if they
worked hard enough. Things were so different compared to
how they are now. It was hard to choose because I found so
many relevant video records in the Korean Broadcasting
System (KBS) archives. I ended up having to edit out
anything that wasn’t directly related to my family.

was working until he saw the film.
You are also working as Assistant Director on Junha’s Planet , which is
directed by HONG Hyung-sook.

After Family in the Bubble , Director HONG Hyung-sook and
I worked on a documentary about Seoul Mayor PARK Wonsoon after he announced he would be running for president.
That project isn’t complete, but I learned a lot from Director
HONG and ended up agreeing to participate in making
Junha’s Planet .

The last scene is the family going off to see the sunrise on New Year
Day. Some might criticize the move as being a sloppy attempt at
mending past wounds, but personally, I thought it was a happy ending.

We went to see the sun rise but it ended up being too cloudy.
(laughs) Everyone else gave up and headed back home but
my mother and father stayed behind. It was an authentic
moment, which is why I decided to use it as the last scene of
the film. As the director, I thought the film would only truly
come to a close after both my parents had seen it. All of us
lived such different lives – we had to see the film in order to
learn each other’s secrets. That was the only way we could
start talking to each other without any inhibitions.
Did both of your parents see the documentary, then? If so, what was
their reaction?

My mother went to see it a handful of times. She wasn’t
really concerned about our relatives or strangers seeing it,
but she was worried people at work might go see the film. My
father kept promising that he would see it, but he didn’t go
until I took him myself. He didn’t say much, but I think he
was quite shocked. (laughs) He didn’t know that my mother

What do you have planned next?

First, I am set to direct Road to the Grey City, which is
being developed and produced by a French producer. OH
Hee-jung, who was the producer of For Vagina’s Sake , is also
participating as a co-producer.
The film tells the story of a girl from a nomadic tribe in
Mongolia who moves to the capital city, Ulaanbaatar. Her
dream is to become a medical doctor. Unlike Family in the
Bubble , which was more of an art house film, Road to the
Grey City will be televised. I am really looking forward to
working on it. It will be a learning experience because the
target audience and platform are so different.
I hope to learn more about documentary filming and
distribution. I will, of course, do my best. I leave for Mongolia
in February and plan to wrap up shooting by early summer.
Through this film, I hope to explore issues including
depression, women’s rights, and urban development. The
underlying message is hopeful, but things are still quite
vague at the moment.
by Kim Seong-hoon (Cine 21 Reporter) | photographed by CHOI Sung-youl
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Production design is an imperative part of any film since it visualizes the film’s own unique language.
As Korean cinema becomes increasingly diverse in scope and color, production design, too, undergoes
transformation. This is evident in several Korean films released between late 2018 and early 2019.
They draw us in with fascinating production design that combines new challenges, meticulous
historical research, and exuberant imagination. As if breathing life into a suspended time, each film
makes a hidden era come alive and reconstructs a space fraught with conflicting issues in modern
society — more realistically than we could ever imagine. How is the past brought to life? The various
efforts of Korea’s production designers mean they continue to make significant progress.
by KIM Hye-seon (Film Journalist)

7

8
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The Past Brought to Life

Through Recreation and Colors
One of the most remarkable visual experiences that films

(SONG Kang-ho) in The Drug King (released on Dec 19, 2018)

can offer is to transport us to another time in an instant.

casts light on Korean society during the 1970s. Swing Kids

In Korean cinema, historical period dramas continue to be

(released on Dec 19, 2018) is set against the backdrop of the

a hugely popular genre aimed at garnering many viewers.

Geoje POW Camp at the time of the Korean War. MAL·MO·E:

Between late 2018 and early 2019, several films set in

The Secret Mission (released on Jan 09, 2019) takes us back
to the 1940s, when a group of scholars created the first
Korean language dictionary, under the Japanese colonial
rule. In all four films, the past is reenacted through careful
production design.

different eras of the past were released. Default (released
on Nov 28, 2018) revisits the 1997 financial crisis in Korea
that led to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout.
The rise and fall of the legendary drug dealer LEE Doo-sam

Swing Kids Default
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Default
The Co-existence of Digital and Analogue Realms

“At first, I thought reenacting the year 1997 would be a
breeze since it was a pretty recent past, but I soon realized
I was wrong”, said BAE Jung-yoon, the production designer
of Default . “If you fail to reflect accurately the distinct
characteristics of the period, you could end up with images
dissimilar to some people’s memories. The task I was given
was a complicated one.” She defines 1997 as ‘a time before
full digitization’. “It was not difficult to find buildings that
existed twenty years ago. On the other hand, however, many
aspects of society have undergone rapid digitization since, and
consequently, scenes of life taking place in those spaces have
completely changed.” In particular, the year 1997 saw the coexistence of digital and analogue realms. While some people
were carrying mobile phones with them, many others were
still using public telephones. In the offices of securities firms,
there were computers as well as piles of documents stacked
up high, and important faxes would come in during meetings.
Default depicts the week leading up to the Korean
government’s request for IMF financial assistance on Nov 21,
1997, through the lives of three characters: the head of the

monetary policy at the Bank of Korea, HAN Si-hyeon (KIM
Hye-soo), a former banker named YOON Jeong-hak (YOO
Ah-in), and Gap-su who runs a small factory.
Needless to say, their workplaces are important features in
the film. In order to reconstruct an office from 1997, BAE
needed not just one or two, but many of the computers used
at that time. It took a lot of effort to recreate the distinct
computers and other devices used in the stock market, where
the latest information and communication technologies were
already in use. Discontinued monitors and keyboards had to
be newly made, and their brand labels were painted on one
by one. In addition, it became necessary to produce piles of
documents and newspapers stacked up all over in the office.
“Initially, we produced in detail only the documents on top of
the piles and left the rest as blank pages. But it put a limit on
the acting. We then filled every sheet of paper with contents
that matched historical evidence,” explained BAE Jung-yoon.
The most painstaking work went into creating the postcards
that YOON Jeong-hak hurls down while explaining ‘the state
of national bankruptcy’ to investors. Some one thousand
postcards sent to the radio program ‘The Age of Women’
carrying people’s stories of hardships were produced by hand.
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The Drug King

The Drug King
Ironic Colors Reveal the Protagonist’s Transformation

The Drug King chronicles ten years in the life of LEE Doosam, a man from poor backgrounds who rose to power as
an infamous drug dealer only to fall to ruin in the end. The
story takes place in Korea during the turbulent 1970s when
people pursued change under the slogan ‘Let Us Prosper’.
Although it is based on a true story, many modifications
have been introduced, and the film’s production design
adds a great deal of visual creativity to vividly portray the
dramatic journey of LEE Doo-sam. “When it comes to the
period between the years of the Korean War in the 1950s60s and early 1980s, most Korean films have used dark,
monochrome colors to illustrate it as a time of poverty and
gloom. The Drug King breaks free from that convention”,
explained production designer CHO Hwa-sung. In tune with
LEE’s changing circumstances, diverse colors have been used
throughout the film. “I’ve used lively colors for LEE’s shabby
place in the beginning to show how, ironically, those povertystricken days were the happiest time of his life. As the story
continues, he finds success as a drug dealer and moves into
a lavish house. But the achromatic colors filling the screen
show that the wealth built on drugs becomes a prison that
confines him. In the scene taking place in Japan where LEE
Doo-sam has the most dramatic experience, I’ve highlighted
the color red to the extreme degree in order to create an
image of him stepping into a nest of vice”, he added. “Someone
once commented that the film felt like a photograph from
the time when color photography was first introduced, which
perfectly describes this film I think.”
CHO Hwa-sung had previously worked on such Korean
blockbusters as The Good, the Bad, the Weird (2008),
Nameless Gangster: Rules of the Time (2012), and A Taxi
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Driver (2017). Even so, the sheer scale of production design
in The Drug King made him feel almost suffocated. Before
LEE Doo-sam goes into hiding in the latter half of the film,
he is constantly on the move, not just within Busan but also
in Seoul and Japan. “There are no fewer than four montages
of LEE Doo-sam’s hectic wanderings. Each montage takes
you through dozens of places, which means I had to construct
130-140 places in total, 60% of which were filmed on location.”
Of those, LEE Doo-sam’s mansion that comes to the fore
in the second half of the film and the sewing factory used
as the investigation unit’s secret headquarter left the most
lasting impressions on CHO. The mansion, shot in a house
in Gahoe-dong, Seoul, appears dark like the royal palace of
King Lear so as to emphasize the drug kingpin’s isolation
and anxiety. His face is incessantly reflected on the marble
walls and floors as well as on the steel materials in the
basement laboratory, which stresses his solitude. In the
sewing factory, the image of female factory workers sitting
lined up like robots implies that behind the sense of justice
pursued by prosecutor KIM In-gu, who seeks to punish LEE
Doo-sam through their effort, there are people who sacrifice
themselves.

Swing Kids
Freedom and Hope Conveyed through Colors in the Midst of War

Swing Kids is set in 1951, at the height of the Korean War,
in the Geoje POW Camp, where many North Korean and
Chinese prisoners of war were held in real life. A North
Korean solider named Ro Ki-soo (DOH Kyung-soo) learns tapdancing from US officer Jackson (Jared GRIMES). They form
a dance team with a few others, whose tap-dancing illustrates
freedom beyond ideologies. Production designer PARK Ilhyeon chose to convey this theme through the use of colors.
“I wanted to make the audience feel the hopes and dreams as
well as the frustration of the young people of the time. The
‘pro-communist quarter’ home to Ki-soo is filled with primary
colors that complement and clash with one another, which
denotes the ideological conflict. In the auditorium, where the
light blue color takes center stage, we pay attention to the
loneliness of Jackson, who is discriminated against by the US
soldiers because of his skin color, and the way soldiers from
different backgrounds enjoy tap-dancing as a team. The low
chroma colors used for the US soldiers’ spaces recreate the
distinctive feel of the USA during the 1950s. Pop art designs
applied to the various military supplies and letters imbue
the film with a retro feel in general.” In this regard, Swing
Kids clearly differs from other Korean films dealing with the

Korean War.
While researching into the twelve-square-kilometer Geoje
POW Camp, which could hold up to 175,000 prisoners of
war, PARK “felt that it must have been vast and rough.” To
create such a place, he built an open set about 33,000 square
meters big, which contained a POW camp and a shantytown
next to it. The construction took 200 workers three months to
complete. “I focused on recreating its stylistic features based
on historical evidence. Added to other elements like murals
and placards was a unique tone of color.”
Much thought went into depicting dance, the biggest motif
of the film. The big windows of the auditorium let bright
sunshine in, and it is worth noting the scene of Ki-soo and a
young woman named Yang Pan-rae (PARK Hye-soo) dancing
to ‘Modern Love’ while moving forward. The spatial design
allows Ki-soo to break through one iron gate after another
down the long corridor, while Pan-rae cuts across the streets
of the shantytown strewn with litter. The stage for their
Christmas performance at the climax of the story is ‘the
brightest space’ in the film. “I used Christmas decorations
and stage lighting to reveal the irony of that fancy space that
could become tragic in an instant.”
Swing Kids

www.koreanfilm.or.kr 57

MAL·MO·E: The Secret Mission

MAL·MO·E: The Secret Mission
Instilling Warmth into Perilous Times

The Japanese colonial era is one of the most frequently
revisited times in Korean cinema. “Historical evidence shows
that it was a time of cultural diversity, since the introduction
of new cultures meant European and Japanese traditions
infiltrated Korean culture”, explained CHAE Kyoung-sun,
the production designer of MAL·MO·E: The Secret Mission .
“The spread of electricity turned Seoul into a glitzy place
even at night”. Most Korean films have focused on the
diverse and exotic aspects of Korea (Seoul in particular)
under the Japanese colonial rule. This film makes a different
choice, however. “MAL·MO·E: The Secret Mission is the
story of those who tried to save the Korean language from
disappearing under the Japanese rule. My focus was on
transferring onto the screen the warmth that fills Korea’s
traditional places. In addition, since it’s a story about making

58 KOREAN CINEMA TODAY

a dictionary, I hoped to induce subtle warmth and the smell
of paper through production design.”
The key spaces in the film include the office of the Korean
Language Society and the house of KIM Pan-su (YOO Haejin), an illiterate who helps with the work of compiling
the first Korean language dictionary. Hidden behind the
bookstore facing the street, the office of the Korean Language
Society has the traditional square-shaped layout of a hanok.
In the film, the space above the inner courtyard is covered
with slates. “We discussed whether to make it a hanok or
a Western-style house. In the end, we decided to go for the
traditional Korean style,” explained CHAE. The earthen floor
of the courtyard (rather than a cement one) reflects the warm
hearts of the characters struggling to maintain the Korean
language.
Pan-su lives in a shabby thatched-roof house and raises two
children alone. His impoverished state is made clear by the

The Strength of Korean Cinema

Lies in Production Design

PARK Il-hyeon, the production designer of Swing Kids , began working
in the field in the mid-1990s, when the very concept of production
design was first introduced in Korea. He has been responsible for

image of the blackened floor and old wallpaper. At the same
time, the dandelions in his front yard carry warm sentiments.
The downtown streets near Seoul Station are lined up with
Japanese signs that take us back to the colonial era.
It was left in the hands of the production design team
to prepare the books and manuscripts for the ‘Mal-mo-e’
dictionary stored in the basement of the Korean Language
Society. “My aim was to show the vastness of the materials
collected by the Korean Language Society over a decade. I
got my hands on all the old Korean-language books I could
find. We then made new piles of books for each angle. Scans
of the actual manuscripts of the ‘Mal-mo-e’ dictionary filled
the lower halves of the stacks of paper, and about fifteen of
us spent a week making handwritten copies to go on the top.
I still remember some of the word definitions I copied down
back then.”
by JANG Rhana (Film Journalist)

the production design of many notable Korean films including A
Peppermint Candy (2000), One Fine Spring Day (2001), May 18 (2007),
Kundo: Age of the Rampant (2014) and The Spy Gone North (2018).
CHO Hwa-sung, the production designer of The Drug King , entered
the world of production design in the late 1990s. He has worked on
a number of stylish films including Sympathy For Lady Vengeance
(2005), I Saw the Devil (2010), New World (2013), Veteran (2015)
and The Age of Shadows (2016). CHAE Kyoung-sun, the production
designer of MAL·MO·E: The Secret Mission first joined a production
design team in the mid-2000s and began working independently as
a production designer in 2010. Her credits include Miss Granny (2014)
and The Fortress (2017). Similarly, BAE Jung-yoon, the production
designer of Default , also started her career as part of a production
design team. Since 2015, she has successfully completed numerous
projects including Heart Blackened (2017).
Although their work experiences vary, all four of them agree that
the importance of production design is recognized more and more
in Korean cinema. People have begun to realize that in order to
improve the overall quality of a film, its production design must be
considered comprehensively along with other areas of filmmaking
such as directing, cinematography and lighting. “Up until twenty
years ago, production design was regarded as part of the props —
something you can determine haphazardly on the set. Things have
changed completely. In many aspects of filmmaking, production
design is taken into consideration, which is then carefully planned
and prepared in advance. Therefore, production design now takes up
a much larger portion of the budget,” commented CHO Hwa-sung.
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Confined Spaces

as Hidden Characters
In recent years, Korean cinema has delved into spaces that
lie in the center of some of the most sensitive issues of
contemporary society. While films set in confined spaces
run the risk of becoming lackluster or frustrating, Korean
filmmakers seek to overcome this shortcoming and create
new stories. In a way, each space is given a special meaning
and even characterized as a hidden protagonist. Take Point
features a secret underground bunker below the Korean
DMZ, where top leaders from the two Koreas sit face to
face. A studio apartment — the choice of housing type for
countless single-person households — takes center stage in

Door Lock . The comedic story in Intimate Strangers unfolds
inside a luxurious yet lonesome house belonging to an upper
class, high-earning doctor couple. In these films, production
design can invoke a mood of fear or comedy, daily life or
fantasy, secrets and lies, or confusion and conflict in a highly
realistic space.
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Take Point
Creating an Underground Bunker with History

This survival film takes place in an underground bunker
30 meters below the Korean DMZ. The production design
team has successfully brought the bunker to life. A large set
was built in Paju, which occupied five studios divided into
twenty separate spaces. Production designer KIM Byeonghan said, “Except for the final sequence, the entire film was
shot in the indoor set. So fortunately, I had total control
over everything.” The set had to be torn down and converted
repeatedly until the final day of shooting, which means
the five studios were in full operation like factories for five
months through numerous simulations. Initially, director
KIM Byung-woo created a Lego model of the key spaces he’d
imagined, to which the production design team added new
spaces. They carefully measured the length and width of
the corridors. Next, they set the fictional year of production
for each section of the bunker and designed the different
spaces according to their invented historical backgrounds:
a main tunnel used for transporting heavy equipment, an
unfinished underground tunnel that was closed down in the
1960s, and bunker facilities made post-2000. The scale of the
underground bunker set was so huge that first-time visitors
would frequently get lost. Although the film is set in the near
future of 2023, the production design team aimed to create a
bunker that was ‘likely to exist in real life’. To that end, they

experimented a lot with concrete. Much thought went into
the concrete structures lying in ruins after bombing as well
as the walls destroyed by bullets in the shootout scenes.
The key spaces of the bunker include the suit room where the
private military company leader Ahab (HA Jung-woo) and his
team are on call in the beginning of the film, the conference
room, the tunnels, and the dispensary where we meet the
North Korean military doctor YOON Ji-eui (LEE Sun-kyun).
The suit room follows the actual measurements taken from
a premier hotel in Seoul. There is a reason for the lavish
decorations of the suit room, which turns into an operations
center halfway through the film. “It’s where the VIPs rest
and talk with their staff after meetings, so I figured it must
be the only place equipped with communication line. During
the Iraqi war, the US military set up their operations center
in a luxurious mansion in Iraq. Director KIM Byung-woo
wanted the audience to engage with the story from the start
without realizing this was a bunker,” explained KIM Byeonghan. For other details of the bunker, he used extensive
reference materials including Stalin’s bunker built during the
Soviet era, Hitler’s bunker in Germany, Churchill’s bunker
in England, the Underground City in Beijing and even the
Svalbard Global Seed Vault. The dispensary is modelled after
Stalin’s bunker.

Door Lock
A Studio Apartment Filled with Fear and a Sense of Isolation

Take Point

Space in this ‘reality horror film’ is made to fit authenticity
and the characters. The studio apartment of the protagonist,
Kyung-min (KONG Hyo-jin), is too cramped and inconvenient
a place to shoot a film. However, production designer LEE
Na-gyeom, whose credits include The King (2017), Herstory
(2018) and Miss Baek (2018), decided to highlight that very
aspect of the space, and filled it with as few props as possible.
“It would’ve been weird to have things piled up when Kyungmin feels uneasy and wants to move to another place,” said
director LEE Kwon. “Consequently, the vacant feel of the
studio apartment adds to Kyung-min’s sense of isolation,” LEE
explained. Worried that the confined space might render the
film somewhat restricted, the production design team came
up with several ideas. In one of the early scenes, the intruder
sits down at the table inside Kyung-min’s studio apartment
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Intimate Strangers
and eats cereal. The production design team ensured that
the glass top of the table reflected light to create depth. The
works of Edward HOPPER inspired the design of the studio
apartment. “HOPPER’s paintings look rather melancholic.
They symbolize the solitude of the modern human. I referred
to the image of a woman sitting alone on a bed that is
frequently found in his paintings,” added LEE Kwon. Since
the bed intensifies fear inside the studio apartment, every
shot of the characters contains the bed.
Also significant is the abandoned hotel in which Kyungmin desperately fights against the culprit in the latter half
of the film. The complicated patterns on the wallpaper and
corridors add depth to that dark place. Furthermore, props
made of glass heighten the sense of space. When the culprit
flashes light in the corridors, the patterns thus revealed
add a new layer to the space. In the painful scene where
Kyung-min gets locked inside a wardrobe with the culprit,
the wardrobe serves as a device that pushes her situation to
the extremes. Despite her struggle to escape from the studio
apartment, she ends up trapped in yet another similar place.

Door Lock
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The Living Room Resembling a Theatrical Stage

Intimate Strangers is a farce about a group of childhood
friends who get together with their wives for a housewarming
party. About 80% of the time, they remain inside. The
house functions as a character and is designed as a set that
embodies the lack of communication among them. In the
original Italian film Perfect Strangers , the dinner party
takes place in a humble, middle-class house. However, in
this new version, the characters are given different jobs, and
thus the size and economic level of the house have changed
accordingly. Director LEE Jae-kyoo and the cast rehearsed on
the set while it was being produced. In the process, they could
check the size of the living room and how the actors would
move towards the kitchen, and then update the production
design. “On the surface, Seok-ho and Ye-jin warmly welcome
their guests into their house filled with luxury furniture. But
the interior design creates a peculiar tension as soon as the
others step inside,” explained CHO Hwa-sung.
The center of the living room where everyone gathers together
is particularly important. As the seven characters sit around

a rectangular table, the space turns into a kind of theatrical
stage that epitomizes the entire house and eventually exposes
their secrets. On the other hand, the couple’s master bedroom
and their daughter’s room are located on either side of the
house. “This structure perhaps best represents the lifestyle of
a modern family.” commented CHO.
In addition, the seating is carefully arranged to show a
specific background for each couple. The view of the atrium
and the kitchen behind Seok-ho (CHO Jin-woong) and Yejin (KIM Ji-soo) makes clear that they are the owners of the
house. The big windows metaphorically express the complex
relationship between the two. In the case of Tae-soo (YOO
Hai-jin), a strict lawyer who always goes by the book, and his
wife Soo-hyun (YEOM Jung-a), a full-time homemaker, CHO
has placed a large bookcase full of books against a hard,
concrete wall. Joon-mo (LEE Seo-jin) and his wife Se-kyung
(SONG Ha-yoon) seem like newlyweds in love, so the heavily
decorated living room is clearly visible behind them.
by KIM Hye-seon (Film Journalist)

Take Point

Production Design and
CG Effects Are

One and the Same

It has become increasingly common for CG supervisors and
production designers to put their ideas together from the

Intimate Strangers

pre-production stage. As for Take Point , production designer
KIM Byeong-han firstly decided on the overall design and set
partitions before the CG company Dexter Studios joined the
project. CG effects were used for the designs of mechanic
props and cars, the aircraft and its celling and hatch, the tanks’
exterior, the moderately sized corridors, and set extensions.
The sphere-shaped drones and Ahab’s prosthetic leg were
completed through the combination of CG and the special props
produced by the special effect makeup team The Cell. The
designing of Ahab’s holographic screen in the suit room began in
January 2018 after the shooting had wrapped up. Dexter Studios
oversaw the installation and composition of motions. The scene
with the parachutes was entirely their work; the production
design team prepared only the parachutes and the chroma key
matte. "CG and production design complement each other. The
bigger the budget, the more obscure the distinction between
the two becomes. For films with more VFX elements, you must
achieve the right balance between production design and CG,"
said KIM Byeong-han. Furthermore, Take Point demonstrates an
expansion of infrastructure in production design. "When making
a set, we need a lot of experts in specialized fields like miniature
directors, scenic artists, sculptors, and onset painters. This is
why audience responses to diverse films are very important.
Once we’ve established this kind of infrastructure, it will be
possible to plan studio-based films similar to those made in
Hollywood," he added.
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Last January, massive promotional events were held in Hong Kong and
Taiwan for the respective openings of Swing Kids and Take Point . These
two Korean films gathered public attention with press conferences and
several stars showing up. Director KANG Hyoung-chul visited Hong
Kong to promote his latest, Swing Kids , while actor HA Jung-woo and
director KIM Byung-woo visited Taiwan together to push Take Point ,
an action movie filmed like a shooting video game. Both films were
released in Korea in December last year, just a week or two before their
international releases. They were released in Asia, North America,
and other countries during the month of January. These simultaneous
releases have become a common trend in Korean films in recent years,
although until recently this seemed only possible with Hollywood films.
Especially for the films with budgets of over KRW 10 billion (USD 8.9
million) from big Korean distributors, selling them or distributing them
directly overseas became the next logical step.

The Growing Popularity of Korean Films Overseas
“In the Asian market, Korean films are treated almost like Hollywood
films. There are many cases where the directors and actors go abroad
on promotional tours”, said CHOI Yoonhee, Head of International Sales
and Distribution at the Film Business division of CJ Entertainment,
who oversaw the international sales and the distribution of Take Point .
Since 2007, CJ Entertainment has been distributing its Korean movies
directly in the US, China, Japan, Vietnam, and Indonesia, and has also
been managing their international sales. CHOI said, “In the past, if we
had ten films lined up for a year, only five of the more successful ones,
at best, would hit foreign theaters. Now, most Korean films are released
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in theaters across Asia. The simultaneous worldwide
releases have become quite popular as Korean films
have already secured a certain number of spectators
in the United States, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand.”
“As the Asian population in North America is
increasing these days, the information quickly
spreads within the local Asian communities when
a film is released in Korea. Especially after the
global popularity of the zombie film Train to Busan ,
there has been the realization that Korean films
have interesting content and various genres that
can overcome cultural barriers and be accepted by
international audiences”, explained KIM Taeyoung,
Head of Marketing of International Marketing &
Distribution at Lotte Entertainment.
Lotte Entertainment has enjoyed great success both
at home and abroad at the end of 2017 and in the
summer of 2018 with the two-part film Along with
the Gods , a fantasy adventure in the afterlife. Both
installments have exceeded ten million viewers
in Korea and achieved great box office results in
North America, Asia, Europe, and South America,
where they were released at around the same time.
Moreover, it is the first Korean film for which a big
Global Junket Press Conference was held in Korea
with foreign media invited. KIM said, “The foreign
buyers were even more interested in releasing the
film close to its Korean release than we were. It was
already well-known that Along with the Gods was a
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tent-pole film. And since the box office performance in Korea can have
a direct effect on the other markets, the buyers wanted to release it in
the same window, within a week or two, to get the best publicity. There
was also the advantage of the season, as the first part opened during
the holidays season and the second one in summer, so that they could
reach the highest box office results possible in each country.”

Finding the Next Hit among the Korean Films at the Market
Now, let’s see how the simultaneous worldwide releases are agreed
on. The negotiations for an international sale usually start at an
international film market, three to four months before the release of the
film in Korea. In the case of tent-pole films scheduled for the summer
season, the negotiations begin six months prior to the release in Korea,
mainly in Berlin. Many buyers who want to buy Korean films also
come to the Asian Film Market held during the Busan International
Film Festival. KIM said, “In most cases, the local distributors propose
to release it simultaneously in Korea and in their country as part of
their marketing strategy.”
Danny LEE, as Head of International Business at Contents Panda,
is responsible for the international distribution and sales of the films
released by NEW, the distribution company of Train to Busan
(2016). He said, “Usually, international sales are concluded after
watching promotional videos.” It is a change that occurred after the
success of Train to Busan ’s simultaneous worldwide releases, as it
was the first Korean film to try this method. Before this, foreign buyers
would want to see the completed version before taking any decision.
Danny LEE added, “In the case of Rampant , which was released last
October, the pre-purchase was made without watching the film. They
wanted to buy it because it is a zombie film set in the Joseon Dynasty
and came from the distributor of Train to Busan . And nowadays, it
is common to release films overseas before the IPTV release in Korea.”
This is because of the problems regarding film piracy. Of course, even
if it is released at around the same time, the Korean market still has
the priority. The terms of the contracts include holdbacks that require

from foreign distributors to delay the international
releases in theaters and on IPTV and cable TV until
after the releases on these respective platforms in
Korea.

Synergies between the Korean Wave and Films
There are also voices saying that the simultaneous
releases became easier as the large multiplex chains,
such as CJ CGV and Lotte Cinema in Korea, have
entered foreign markets. The ‘Korean Wave’, and
especially the Korean TV series, have also played
a role in enticing foreign audiences to see the films
starring Korean stars. KIM Tae-young, director of
Lotte Entertainment, said, “The actors who appear
in both films and TV series get more attention. For
Along with the Gods , TV series stars JU Ji-hoon
and KIM Dong-wook, as well as Don LEE (a.k.a
MA Dong-seok) who is well known for Train to
Busan , got the most interview requests. In the case
of The Divine Fury, which is planned to be released
this year and is currently being sold abroad, the
reunion of director Jason KIM and actor PARK
Seo-jun following their comic action film Midnight
Runners is receiving good feedbacks because the
film did quite well in Asian markets. Also, it has the
appeal of an occult-themed film. However, the fact
that PARK Seo-jun gained fans with his recent TV
series What’s Wrong with Secretary Kim represents
a great boost to the sales in Asia.” With things going
on like this, the simultaneous international releases
of Korean films seem to be a trend that won’t go
away anytime soon.
by NA Wonjeong (Film Reporter, Joongang Daily)
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Ko-Production

Go Go Sisters!
Go Go Remakes!

The Expansion of Sunny via Remakes

In an attempt to realize her dying friend’s wish, a middleaged woman starts searching for her high school friends. The
present time is interspersed with her 20-year-old memories
of first love and friendship with the addition of old tunes.
This is the story of Sunny (2011). Directed and written by
KANG Hyoung-chul, it was released in 2011 and attracted
7 million viewers in Korea. The film ranked third in the
box office, and beat Hollywood blockbusters like Kung Fu
Panda 2 (2011) and Mission : Impossible : Ghost Protocol
(2011). Last year, Vietnamese and Japanese remakes were
released in their respective countries. Recently, Hollywood
actor Kevin HART announced an American remake of the
film named Bye Bye Bye . Unlike the usual practice of selling
rights to international productions, CJ ENM, the Korean
company responsible for the investment and distribution of
the original film, decided to co-produce the English remake
with HartBeat Productions. Universal Pictures, which has
had successful projects with HART, will be in charge of
investment and worldwide distribution.
For CJ ENM, this is the second case it is directly involved in
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co-producing remakes of its own films. The company achieved
huge success with the remakes of HWANG Dong-hyuk’s
Miss Granny (2014), which was remade in six languages.
The original film, which drew 8 million viewers in Korea
in 2014, is about an old woman who returns to her 20s and
achieves her dream of becoming a singer. Based on the
merits of the original, CJ differentiated its strategy for each
country. As a result of targeting countries that have strong
family traditions, CJ earned over USD 59 million with the
Chinese version, which became the highest-grossing film
among Korea-China co-productions. The Vietnamese version
became the third highest-grossing local film. After a series of
remakes made in Japanese, Thai, Indonesian, and Tagalog,
CJ is now producing Spanish and English versions for
Hispanic and African-American audiences. For the English
version, CJ has teamed up with Tyler Perry Studios and
MGM for planning and development.

The exhaustive localization strategy
Sunny is following in the footsteps of Miss Granny. The
Vietnamese version of Miss Granny, Go-Go Sisters was
released in March 2018. It was produced by CJ HK
Entertainment, a joint venture between CJ ENM and the
Vietnamese studio HK Film, and accumulated USD 3.7
million, which made it the seventh top-grossing local film.
The original film shows the present Seoul and the 1980s
when the democratization movement was in full swing. The
Vietnamese remake highlights the years 1974, right before
the reunification of South and North Vietnam after the
Vietnam War, and 2000, when US president Bill Clinton
paid a visit to Vietnam. The number of characters was
reduced from seven to six by taking out bookworm Geumok. While the remake kept most of the original elements
intact, like the retro fashion, the cuss word battles, and
the protagonist pretending to be possessed, it also shows
distinct elements of the local culture, such as Vietnamese

From left Go-Go Sisters
reminiscent of the 70s,
Sunny: Strong Mind, Strong Love
depicted the 90s

households and funerary traditions. The OST is filled with
covers of 70s hits. The film was directed by NGUYEN
Quang-dung, a famous music show producer. HOANG Yen
Chibi, a singer and actress who took over the role played by
SHIM Eun-kyung in the original, gained popularity with her
performance.
The Japanese version, Sunny: Strong Mind, Strong Love was
released in August 2018, depicting youth and music in the
1990s when J-pop enjoyed its heyday with AMURO Namie
and UTADA Hikaru. The film didn’t forget to include the old
fashion trends of high-school girls, such as miniskirts, loose
socks, and gyaru makeup. It was directed by HITOSHI Ohne,
known for genre films such as Bakuman (2016), about a highschooler’s quest to become a manga artists, and suspense
comedy Scoop! (2016). The remake also made headlines for
the casting of RYOKO Shinohara and HIROSE Suzu. The
box office result was disappointing but it still reached the
break-even point.

The US version of black protagonist
The US remake is targeting the African-American film

market and is expected to cast African-American characters.
The screenplay is joined by Amy ANIOBI, known for HBO's
Insecure , a witty depiction of biases against black women.
The release date, full cast and other details are still unknown
but the team plans to start shooting later this year. It is
noteworthy that Universal Pictures, which is involved not
only in North America distribution but also in the worldwide
market, has joined the project. CJ ENM said, “We can fully
benefit from Universal′s infrastructure such as financing,
marketing, and distribution.”
There must be a reason why this film is spawning so many
remakes. CJ ENM analyzed, “The film has success factors
like the nostalgia of school years, friendship, first love, and
music, which can transcend borders and are easily adaptable
to different cultures.” Currently, Turkish and Indonesian
versions are in development. It is one of the early cases
where international remakes are being led by the studio that
produced the original film. After the success of K-pop and
K-drama, now it's time for K-film to make inroads into the
global arena.
by NA Won-jeong (Film Reporter, Joongang Daily)
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ACTOR/ACTRESS

A Shockingly Pleasurable Betrayal

HAN Ji-min

HAN Ji-min is lovely. Not only is she a sight to behold, she
radiates kindness and purity. While the actress, who debuted
in the TV series All In (2003, SBS), benefited from this
positive image early in her career, it soon became restrictive.
True, she has become a frequent presence on screen as the
warm-hearted heroine and audience members have been all-
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too-willing to be charmed by her radiant smile and bright,
sparkling eyes. This is not to say she hasn’t attempted to
break the mold. She took on the role of HAN Gaek-joo, the
sexy femme fatale in Detective K: Secret of the Virtuous
Widow (2011), and YUN Gye-soon, the Korean independence
fighter who was tortured to death in The Age of Shadows
(2016), but these were brief breaks from what has been a
largely monotonous filmography. Before Miss Baek (2018)
graced the silver screens, few believed HAN Ji-min would
turn a corner and deliver such an against-type performance.
Even Director LEE Ji-won did not seem to harbor high
hopes. Before production began, when HAN was brought up
as a potential candidate for the role, LEE responded with a
resounding “No.” This response is indicative of how many
of us have misjudged HAN’s range as an actor. But HAN
betrayed us all in the best possible way with her stellar
performance. In the film, the actress plays BAEK Sangah, who finds herself unable to turn her back on a domestic
violence victim because this character reminds her of her
childhood self. BAEK is an ex-convict who has since lived
her life a jaded social outcast. HAN delivers a tour de
force performance as this physical and emotional scarred
individual. She allows the warmness hidden underneath the
character’s scruffy, foul-mouthed veneer to leak out at perfect
intervals. HAN had a precise understanding of the message
BAEK meant to deliver, and she was awarded Best Leading
Actress at the Blue Dragon Film Awards and the Women in
Film Korea Festival. Actors are burdened with the need to
constantly reinvent themselves. Nonetheless, it is no easy
thing for a star to break out of typecasting and the comforts
that come with it. HAN’s vigor as an artist is perfectly
captured in her character’s insistence on being known as
Miss rather than Ma’am.
by LEEEun-sun (Film Journalist) | photographed by BAEK Jong-heon
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