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Abstract

Comments on ideology of nationalism and national aesthetics
of Im Kwon-taek's films
- centered on Chang (1997)

Joo, You-Shin

The name of Im Kwon-taek already becomes a kind of myth in Korean film
history and his works have been entered on the status of canon in discourse of
Korean film criticism. Different from domestic discourse where critical comments
on his works can be barely found, suspicious opinions are, nevertheless, about to
emerge from international context. I will hereby criticize and deconstruct
nationalism and national cinematic aesthetic, which are both axes of criticism
poured in his films and considered as their appealing factors, concentrating on
Chang.

Im Kwon-taek's films have been positioned on the status of representative
national cinema through general criticism that his films excellently represent
essence ot genuineness of national culture from 1980s. Im Kwon-taek, who has
improved his talents through local aesthetic and national history, now sets up
harmonious and collusive relationship with interests of dominant power in an

aspect that "The tradition chosen as a mark of national identity is classicized."
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In order to write contemporary national history, Chang, takes 'prostitution’,
women's most abject and stigmatized sexuality, as a motif and sensationally
describes the procedure that our society has been cotrupted and contaminated
through a woman's life. The kind of plot has both-faced intentions, which are the
mourning toward a reality that national unity and purity disappears in the process
of modernization and industrialization and an attempt of self-salvation from
disruption and depravity, which are the very result of modernization and
industrialization. The film, in other words, functionates as an 'abstract and
self-compensational allegory' for contemporary national history through the
exploitative use of women's sexuality and bodies and repression on women's real
life and lived voices.

Im Kwon-taek has used pre-modern society in Korea as historical background,
splendid scenety and sacrificed women as the main motive, and especially
aestheticized women's suffering from indignity and contempt. While women's
suffering bodies are vanished and her subjectivity is thoroughly suppressed, the
scene of suffering and grief that women experience becomes enjoyable spectacle in
an aesthetic distance. Othering and imprisoning women's real lives and suffering
happen in visual beauty.

Finally, the national discourse that makes a base of his films projects national
suffering and tragedy on bodily destroyed and mentally insulted women and make
her an allegory. Salvation and compensation on her, at the same time, become a
portion of super-historical nature and super-subjective male and in the result
masculinist turn happens.

Non-mediated historical perspective seen in Im Kwon-taek's films reiterate

negation of other and violence of elimination. Now, it is time that his films need
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to convert into new and reformative politics of representation free from specific
teleology and regressive perspective with articulating heterogeneous history and
diverse voices from the national inside and conflictive and competitive cultural

difference and discourse.

Key Words

female sexuality, nationalism, national cinema, allegory, aesthetic

* Q) =L 49109 Fuge] sU27d AL 98§ 693 Q) ARt FAES

rlo

88 ThEAAAT A 138



