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CHUNHYANG - Synopsis 
 
 
An official selection at last year’s Telluride, Toronto and New York Film Festivals, 
Im Kwon Taek's CHUNHYANG, Korea's largest cinematic production ever—a 
four month shoot employing over 8,000 extras and some 12,000 costumes—
made its world premiere in the main competition of the Cannes Film Festival 
2000. 
 
This epic tale of forbidden passion, devotion and the glorious triumph of love in 
adversity is set in 18th Century Korea and begins as Mongryong, the privileged 
son of the Governor of Namwon, falls in love with Chunhyang, the beautiful 
daughter of a proud former courtesan. Soon after they are married in secret, 
Mongryong is ordered to Seoul to finish his education. He leaves reluctantly and 
promises that once he finishes his schooling he will send for his beloved. But 
time passes, and a new, vindictive Governor is appointed in the province where 
Chunhyang lives. This new Governor pursues Chunhyang and when she refuses 
his advances, she is imprisoned and sentenced to death. Chunhyang's only hope 
for being saved is her faith in the promise Mongryong once made to her. 
 
Drawing heavily on his country's rich and vibrant cultural heritage, veteran 
Korean director Im Kwon Taek's CHUNHYANG retells a classic tale of lovers torn 
apart by their two different worlds. In order to retell the timeless story of 
CHUNHYANG Im Kwon Taek has innovatively incorporated the ancient operatic 
tradition of pansori—a stylized narrative art form incorporating dance, music and 
song, which dates back to the days of the Chosun Dynasty —to breathtaking 
effect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

CHUNHYANG – Cast and Crew 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chunhyang………………………………………………….LEE Hyo Jung 
Mongryong………………………………………………….CHO Seung Woo 
Wolmae……………………………………………………..KIM Sung Nyu 
Governor Byun……………………………………………..LEE Jung Hun 
Pangia……………………………………………………….KIM Hak Yong 
Hyangdan…………………………………………………...LEE Hae Eun 
Governor Lee……………………………………………….CHOI Jin Young 
Kisaeng Leader……………………………………………..HONG Kyung Yuen 
 
 
 
Director………………………………………………………IM Kwon Taek 
Screenplay…………………………………………………..KIM Myoung Kon 
Director of Photography……………………………………JUNG Il Sung 
Music…………………………………………………………KIM Jung Gil 
Editor…………………………………………………………PARK Soon Duk 
Producer……………………………………………………..LEE Tae Won 
Executive Producers……………………………………….KIM Dong Joo, SEOK  
         Dong Jon, PARK Do Jun  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHUNHYANG – Director’s Bio 
 
 
Korea’s most highly regarded director, Im Kwon Taek was born in 1936 in 
Jangsung (a Japanese colony) and began his working life as a boot mender in 
Pusan City before finding his way into the film industry. Since his directorial debut 
in 1962 (Goodbye Doorman River), he has made over ninety films, ranging from 
historical melodramas to socio-realist dramas. 
 
On Chunhyang he has said, “I would like to compare the earth to a garden of 
flowers. As a director, and having lived my whole life in Korea, I promised myself 
I would one day – through cinema – make this garden blossom, with no thought 
of cultural barriers. As a Korean, Chunhyang has lived inside me for a long time. 
I wanted to show how this classic tale might resonate for all audiences living in 
the 21st century. To convey the fascination and powerful emotional charge which 
the story of Chunhyang holds for me and my countrymen.” 
 
Widely feted both at home and abroad, Im Kwon Taek has been awarded 
numerous international prizes and tributes. 
 

Director’s Filmography: 
 
Chunhyang, 2000 
Ch’ukje, 1996 
Taebak Sanmaek, 1994 
Sopyonje, 1993 
Chang-gun ui adeul III, 1992 
Kae Byok, 1992 
Chang-gun ui adeul II, 1991 
Chang-gun ui adeul, 1990  
Aje Aje Bara Aje, 1989 
Adada, 1988  
Yonsan Ilgi, 1987 
Sibaji, 1986 
Ticket, 1986 
Gilsottum, 1985 
Hurunun gangmool–ul ochi magurya, 1984 
Pul-ui Tal, 1983 
Abenko gongsu gundan, 1982 
Angae Maul, 1982 
Nabipum-eso uleossda, 1982 
Oyomdoen Jashik-dul, 1982 
Mandala, 1981 
Pokbuin, 1980 
Tchak Ko, 1980 
Usang ui nunmul, 1980 
Kipparomneun gisu, 1979 
Naeil tto naeil, 1979 
Shingung, 1979 
Cheo padowie eomma eolgul-I, 1978 



Chopko, 1978 
Kakkakodo mongil, 1978 
Sangnok su, 1978 
Imjinrang-gwa Kye weolhyang, 1977 
Okye ki, 1977 
Anae, 1976 
Maenbal ui nungil, 1976 
Nakdong-gang eul euneunka, 1976 
Wang sibni, 1976 
Eoje, oneul keurigo naeil, 1975 
Wae geulaess-teunga, 1975 
Anaedeul ui haengjin, 1974 
Sok yeonhwa, 1974 
Dae chu-gyeok, 1973 
Gisaeng obaekhwa, 1973 
Jabcho, 1973 
Jung eon, 1973 
Dora-on jawa ddonya hal ja, 1972 
Myongdong chanhoksa, 1972 
Samguk dae hyeob, 1972 
30 nyeon man ui taegyol, 1971 
Myongdong samkukchi, 1971 
Nareul deo isang goreopijimara, 1971 
Tuljjae omoni, 1971 
Weonhan ui kori e nun-i naerinda, 1971 
Weonhan ui tu kkobchuYogeom, 1971 
Yogeom, 1971 
Aekunun Mr. Park, 1970 
Bamcha-ro on sanai, 1970 
Bigeom, 1970 
Binarineun sonchangka, 1970 
Iseulmajeun baekil hong, 1970 
Ke Yeoja reul jjochala, 1970 
Soknunseobi-i kin yoeja, 1970 
Weolha ui geom, 1970 
Bi naerineun gomopryeong, 1969 
Hwangya ui toksuri, 1969 
Roe Gom, 1969 
Sanai samdae, 1969 
Shanghae Talchul, 1969 
Shinse jom jijauyo, 1969 
Sibo ya, 1969 
Baramgateun sanai, 1968 
Mongnyeo, 1968 
Tola-on oensonjabi, 1968 
Yohwa Jang Huibin, 1968 
Cheongsa cholong, 1967 
Manghyang cheolli, 1967 
Pungunui gomgaek, 1967 
Beopchang-eul Ullin Ok-i, 1966 
Cheonjaeng-gwa nyeogyosa, 1966 
Naneum wang-ida, 1966 
Nilliri, 1966 
Bisog e Jida, 1965 
Wang-gwa sangno, 1965 
Dangol jikaksaeng, 1964 



Danjang lok, 1964 
Simnyeon sedo, 1964 
Sipjamae sonsaeng, 1964 
Yonghwa mama, 1964 
Yongmang ui kyeulsam, 1964 
Mang bu seok, 1963 
Namja-neom an pallyeo, 1963 
Shinmungo, 1963 
Cheon jaeng-gwa noin, 1962 
Dumangang-a jal ikkora, 1962 

 
 
 
 



 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF KOREAN CINEMA 

AND THE WORK OF IM KWON TAEK 

Think of Korean Cinema as a river.  On one bank there is a long-standing, financially successful, 

almost entirely domestically oriented commercial film industry.  In 1969, Korea produced 229 feature 

films. And while the industry’s output slumped to about 80 films per year in the 1980s, popular movies 

retain a significant presence on Korean screens.  On the other bank, there is a vibrant, semi-independent 

cinema, marked by innovative and political filmmaking.  Here you’d find filmmakers including Lee 

Myung-Se (whose 1988 film GAGMAN satirized the hold that movies have on the Korean imagination) 

and Park Kwang-Su (whose 1993 film TO THE STARRY ISLAND explored the effect of politics on rural 

Korea in the period between World War II and the Korean War).  Standing in the middle of this river, 

bathing in all of these waters is Im Kwon Taek, who has built a career out of integrating the popular and 

oppositional strands of Korean cinema.  He embraces rather than rejects the conventions of genre, which 

allows him to have a wide viewership; he always, though, invests those forms with a radical spirit that is 

too often missing from Pop cinema.  It’s difficult to name a contemporary equivalent of this deeply 

conflicted, rigorous and vibrant practice anywhere else in the world; Im’s films are in a word; singular. 

Although it’s not very well known in the West, Korea has a vibrant cinematic culture.  Writing in 

Sight and Sound in 1996, Tony Rayns described Korea as the most cinephilic country in the world. In 

addition to the large commercial industry, Korea has two major film festivals (in Puchon and Pusan) and 

two serious film journals, Kino and Cine 21.  Korea has also fiercely protected its local cinema against the 

intrusion of Hollywood.  Indeed, until 1987, foreign films could be distributed only by Korean-owned 

intermediaries, and no U.S. film studios were allowed to have an office in Korea.  Unlike many national 

cinemas, whose advocates often equate success with foreign viewership, for many years Korean cinema 

was entirely local in orientation, leading The Economist to grumble that “sometimes, indeed, the Koreans 

seem reluctant to let foreigners see the best they have to offer.” This began to change in the late ‘80s and 

‘90s, when the Motion Picture Association of America successfully agitated to remove the restraints on the 

establishment of foreign production companies.  Many assumed that the local industry would simply be 

crushed once American companies were allowed to open, but this has not entirely come to pass; instead this 

loosening of regulation allowed many independent production companies to open their doors, making 

possible the “new wave” of the 90s.  Im has flourished during this period; the late 1980s and 1990s have 

seen the best films of his enormous body of work; which includes nearly 100 features. 

After a stint as a production assistant in the 1950s, Im began directing in 1962; debuting with 

FAREWELL TO THE DUMAN RIVER and AN OLD MAN IN THE COMBAT ZONE.  It would be 1981 

before a year passed that saw him make less than three feature films.  This early work consists almost 

entirely of genre pieces, cranked out for the studios of Chungmuro.  Im began to move towards more 

serious and fully considered work in 1978, recalling in an interview with Rayns, “I think that I began to 

find my own voice in the films GENEALOGY (1978), THE HIDDEN HERO (1979), and PURSUIT OF 



DEATH (1980).  It was in 1981, though, that he began to get sustained International attention with the film 

MANDALA. 

That powerful and mysterious film serves as an excellent entry point into the part of Im’s oeuvre 

that is most interesting to critics and most widely available outside of Korea.  It focuses on two Buddhist 

monks, the idealistic Pubun, who is just entering a monastery, and the salty experienced Jisan, whose 

disdain for the both authority and traditional notions of piety has led him into no end of trouble. What 

follows is a sumptuous, wandering and powerful examination of what Buddhist principles mean to these 

two very different men, who both have been forced to make compromises and leaps of faith in order to find 

meaning.  Im seems to be wrestling with the place that traditional culture can have in contemporary Korea, 

and throughout the film he makes it clear that conventional arguments about rejecting modernity or trusting 

in material reality are simply not up to the task.  This is a story about the search for compromise, and an 

illustration that this kind of search requires a commitment that blind adherents to tradition or modernity 

cannot imagine.  Despite occasional stylistic flourishes, it is first and foremost a story; the way that Im 

deals with his actors and focuses the emotional impact of his drama makes it clear that we are in the 

presence of a master of the narrative cinema. 

In 1986, Im made two radically different films, the prostitution melodrama TICKET and the 

medieval period piece SURROGATE WOMAN.  Both illustrate Peter Sellars’ observation that in Im’s 

films, “women re-emerge, first of all as the embodiment of the suffering of the country, and then in the 

explosive and shocking renewal and reclaiming of identity.  That positioning of women in a tremendously 

radical act in a highly patriarchal society.”  TICKETS centers on a bordello (whose Madam is played by the 

film’s producer, Kim Ji-Mi) and the small dramas that unfold there.  The political strife in the 1980s Korea 

is only hinted at (one of the prostitute’s husbands is in jail for writing “controversial poetry”), but when it is 

visible we see it through the eyes of women, who are the heart of this film’s allegory.  The same is true of 

SURROGATE WOMAN, a melodrama that seeks to rewrite popular perceptions of pre-modern Korea.  It 

was one of the “new” costume dramas that emerged in the 1980s, a group of films that, according to Asian 

CineVision’s Minnie Hong, “used historical references for criticizing the social ills of contemporary 

Korea.”  This film is about a young woman who becomes a concubine for a feudal lord, resisting the 

pressure to become a baby-producing machine and fighting for some control over her life. In both of these 

films, men see women as important only in terms of how they can be used to satisfy their desires.  TICKET 

and SURROGATE WOMAN are about finding life where the dominant society sees only the possibility for 

exploitation.  Im’s task in these films, and in all of his work, is to visualize the world in terms that make 

such cynicism seem impossibly ignorant. 

 

While Im found domestic success and received critical acclaim throughout the 1980s for films 

including DAUGHTER OF THE FLAMES (1983), KILSOTTUM (1985) and his three SON OF 

GENERAL films (1992-1993), his next major international breakthrough came with SEOPYONJAE 

(1993), which Rayns identified as “the most honored Korean film ever made.”  Structured around a series 



of flashbacks, Im explores the meaning and contemporary legacy of pansori, a traditional form of Korean 

folk song.  Yu-Nong is a Pansori master who has adopted two orphans, Song-Hwa and Dong-Ho, who he 

rigorously and often brutally forces to embrace the art as they take to the road to perform it.  This is Im at 

his most melodramatic; the suffering inflicted upon the girl Song-Hwa in the name of the art is nothing 

short of shocking; and the film is structured around a grown Dong-Ho’s search for his now long-lost sister.  

But this is also Im at his most patient, his most transcendental.  There is, for example, a breathtaking shot 

lasting almost 10 minutes, where the three performers walk down a road set into a beautiful, hilly 

landscape; they start as little dots whose voices we hear and eventually wind up passing by the still, 

unblinking camera.  The only modern point of comparison for this kind of passionate, intense 

thoughtfulness and restraint is Iran’s Abbas Kiarostami. 

Next came the THE TAEBECK MOUNTAINS (1996), an epic examination of Korean culture of 

the late 1940s and early 1950s.  In this film Im keeps the viewer outside of the orbit of Seoul, setting the 

story entirely in remote mountain towns that became the staging ground for small battles between the right 

and the left for the soul of Korean society.  The violence and repression that these struggles lead to make it 

clear that this was a war in all but name, a kind of rehearsal for the civil war that would follow in just a few 

years.  Here a link with Park Kwang-Su’s TO THE STARRY ISLAND is all but explicit.  Park’s film dealt 

with the way the right-wing Korean state manipulated the inhabitants of a small island that had little or no 

control over the outcome of the aftermath of political conflict; they are forced to make enormous sacrifices, 

and yet have no real stakes in the struggle.  Im’s film uses the melodramatic possibilities of that injustice 

for intensely political ends, overwhelming our emotions by showing us how a kind of secret war was 

waged, one where even the most basic rules of engagement were put aside.  Although it was not as widely 

seen as SEOPYONJAE or MANDALA, THE TAEBECK MOUNTAINS is an authentic masterpiece. 

Masterpiece is a word that’s been used for Im’s newest film CHUNHYANG, which recently 

premiered at the Cannes Film Festival.  Here Im returns to the Pansori, using the image of a traditional 

performance in a present-day theater.  Im leads the viewer into an era when these passionately sung ballads 

were a central part of cultural, political and religious life in Korea.  Writing in the June 2000 issue of 

Cahiers du Cinema, Erwan Higuinen identified the tension between modern and traditional society, and 

between popular genre and the more high-minded cinematic strategies, that are always present in Im’s 

cinema. “Behind its air of recording folkloric images, “ he writes, “CHUNHYANG is a joyously 

experimental film, a most modern work.  At the end of the story, the autocratic and corrupt governors are 

vanquished by the fresh ingenuity of young people.  This is precisely what has happened in the cinema of 

Im Kwon Taek.” 

 

Written by Jerry White for this year’s Telluride Film Festival where Im Kwon Taek received a special 

tribute. 

 

 



 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHUNHYANG – Critical Response 
 
 
Astounding! We may feel when Chunhyang is over - like spellbound listeners at Wagner's music-dramas - 
that we will never be quite the same as we were before." 
 David Denby, The New York Times 
 
 
"Stunning! Exquisite! Triumphant! A landmark film. Accessible and stunningly beautiful in its rich color; it 
recalls Kinugasa’s dazzling Gate of Hell." 
 Kevin Thomas, Los Angeles Times 
 
 
"One of the Year’s 10 Best Films. This sublimely gorgeous drama could become a breakthrough hit with 
American audiences. Nothing in a Hollywood spectacular could be more thrilling than the chanted Pansori 
storytelling that accompanies Chunhyang’s poignant tale." 
 David Sterritt, Christian Science Monitor 
 
 
"An almost childlike delight for the eyes. Parts of Chunhyang have the enormous and verdant sweep of a 
fairy tale. This master director, who has made more than 90 films, uses the blush of ardor to warm the tale’s 
familiarity. The picture is at its best when the lovers are playing with each other and intoxicated by the 
newness of their flesh. Im Kwon Taek knows that we all want to believe (in romance) because it’s clear that 
he does himself." 
 Elvis Mitchell, The New York Times 
 
 
"Effortless and masterly. The spiritedness of Im Kwon Taek’s approach is most welcome. The pansori 
theatrical tradition has a contemporaneous, rap-gospel feel, jubilantly raucous. The effect is sometimes a bit 
like a Korean hybrid of Dr. Dre, Louis Prima, and Al Green. The supernal beauty of Chunhyang and 
Mongryong is like something out of a magical picture book." 
 Peter Rainer, New York Magazine 
 
 
 
"Soaring! Chunhyang is Korea’s New Year’s bouquet for the romantic spirit residing in us all. The two stars 
are effortlessly magnetic. The director floods his canvas with gorgeous costumes and meltingly sensual 
images. A lovely film that washes over the soul like a warm brew and a well-told tale by the fireside." 
 Jan Stuart, New York Newsday 
 
 
"I’ve never seen a movie quite like Chunhyang." 
 Joe Morgenstern, Wall Street Journal 
 
 
"Monumental. Poised on the stage of tradition, feminist emancipation, and visual pageant, Chunhyang takes 
its place as the Raise the Red Lantern of the new Korean film outbreak." 
 Michael Atkinson, Village Voice 
 
 
"Delightful. Visually ravishing, full of sumptuous sets and impeccable costume design." 
 Ethan Lacroix, Time Out New York 
 
 
"A boldly inventive, rousing super-production." 
 Phillip Lopate, The New York Times 
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