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ASIAN POP Korean Movies, Hold The Koreans 
The world's hottest cinema is coming to a 
multiplex near you -- as a remake. 

by Vera H-C Chan, special to SF Gate 

Thursday, July 1, 2004

   

By all rights, South Korean film should be the next 
wave of cinema to hit American shores. 

Not only is it beating out Hollywood at home -- a 
rare accomplishment for any country -- but South 
Korean cinema has also doubled its take at the 
international box office in 56 countries within the 
last two years. 

Park Chan-wook's neo-noir revenge flick "Oldboy" 
rode the Asian wave at Cannes this year to 
become the first South Korean film ever to win the 
prestigious Grand Prize -- and the prizes at 
international film festivals just keep piling up. 

South Korean film has "established its own 
brand ... of cutting-edge mainstream cinema," says 
Paul Yi, president of E Pictures, a production and 
sales company with offices in Los Angeles and 
Seoul. 

So, why aren't American screens flooded with hot 
South Korean product? 

Citing the notorious fickleness of U.S. audiences, 
who object to reading and viewing movies at the 
same time, Hollywood plans to skip the subtitles for 
profitable remakes. 

End result: Story line and plot, please, hold the 
South Koreans. 

"Oldboy," for example, was presold to Universal 
Pictures months before its Cannes honor. The 
picture, about a family man who sets out to learn 
why he had been imprisoned by gangsters for 15 
years, will be reshaped into an American copycat, 
with director Justin Lin ("Better Luck Tomorrow") 
set to take the helm. 

At least six other South Korean box-office 
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successes are getting the same makeover 
treatment: "Il Mare" and "Marrying the 
Mafia" (Warner Bros.), "A Tale of Two Sisters" and 
"My Sassy Girl" (Dreamworks) and "My Wife Is a 
Gangster" and "My Teacher Mr. Kim" (Miramax/
Dimension Films). 

This remake-mania "reinforces the confidence in 
the [South Korean industry's] momentum," says 
Chiu-hui Yang, director of the San Francisco 
International Asian Film Festival (SFIAFF). On the 
other hand, Yang adds, "it's unfortunate that 
there're all these great ideas, but American 
audiences are only going to see American 
versions, not the original." 

South Korea, the New Hong Kong? 

South Korea has produced internationally 
recognized masters such as the incomparable Im 
Kwon-taek, and some of his 98 films have made it 
to the art-house and festival circuits. Until the 
recent turnaround in the late '90s, however, the 
South Korean motion-picture industry was largely 
underfunded and censored, and it produced films 
that routinely bombed at the box office. In fact, in 
the 1980s, the South Korean press had declared 
the industry to be on its deathbed. 

But political seismic shifts -- from assassinations to 
the 1988 Seoul Olympics -- and, most notably, the 
reinvention of the government-supported Korean 
Film Council in 1999, created the fertile soil that led 
to the powerhouse cinema South Korea is 
producing today. A big sign in the government's 
faith in the nation's film industry came when 
director Lee Chang-dong, whose "Oasis" is making 
the U.S. art-house rounds in its original version, 
was appointed as the country's minister of culture 
and tourism. 

Today's South Korean films showcase high 
production values boasting atmospheric 
cinematography and Tinseltown-style special 
effects. Output has risen since 1998; 78 movies 
were released in 2002. Replacing indifferent 
business conglomerates, small independents and 
five major sales and distribution companies now 
rule the industry. 

Co-productions and international investments from 
France, Germany and, ironically, Japan (which 
decimated the early Korean film industry during its 
occupation of the Korean peninsula during World 
War II) have streamlined distribution. The Pusan 
International Film Festival (Pusan is, next to Seoul, 
the largest city in South Korea), coming up in its 
ninth incarnation Oct. 7-15, has eclipsed the former 
leading Asian event, the Hong Kong International 
Film Festival, in influence. 
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