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The Discursive Variation of Korean National Cinema
and the Formation of Korean New Wave Cinema

Kim, Soh-Youn

The publication of Korean New Wave: Retrospectives from 1980 to 1995 was
a critical moment of turning this term ‘Korean new wave’ into a systematic
and historical category of a group of films from the last years of the 80s
to the middle 90s. However, the periodizing in this book(Korean new wave
into the new beginning of Korean cinema[1980-87]; a turning point: the
new wave[1988-91]; and direction change in the new wave[1992-95]) was
still problematic as it considered Korean new wave cinema as an ongoing
phenomenon and tried to embrace the filmmakers with different inclinations
under the same umbrella of ‘Korean new wave’. Though the conception of
post-‘Korean new wave' has been already widely argued, it is still necessary
to examine ‘Korean new wave cinema’, particularly the discursive
background of this term in detail.

There were two principal camps of critics leading the 80s' cinematic
discourse: the Minjung/national camp and the counter-cinema camp. Both
camps were in common in that they believed that contemporary Korean
cinema came to a crisis on account of Hollywood cinema and Chungmuro
cinema speaking for the dominant ideology. Nevertheless, both were
fundamentally different insofar as the former supported the films for
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agitation and propaganda while the latter supported the art films distanced
from the conventional film language. Thus, the former opened up the
independent system of filmmaking and screening while the latter valued the
subversive practices in the established filmmaking system. However, both
were still not free from the old and long tradition of Korean film criticism
addressing the films they supported as ‘realism’.

Film Language newly issued in 1989 served as a wide stage for both camps
listening to each other. In particular, it derived a significant change from
the critics supporting Minjung/national discourse and made them pay
attention to the relationship between cinematic forms and ideology. Film
Language's goal was to find out the paradigmatic examples of alternative
cinema or counter-cinema through analyzing narrative structures and
mis-en-scénes and applying auteurism to some filmmakers. The journal was
also interested in writing a history of contemporary Korean cinema focusing
on a series of independent and unconventional films. Now in the 90s, ‘the
independent cinema’, progressive or not, has replaced the Minjung/national
cinema.

The critics Lee Hyo-In and Lee Jung-Ha were the main critics who
participated National Cinema, Film Language and Korean New Wave in
succession. In the last book, they made attempts to categorize contemporary
Korean cinema according to the new discursive position linking national
cinema and counter-cinema together. To sum up, the characteristic of
‘Korean new wave cinema’ was defined as the distanciation from the
conventional practice of filmmaking and/or from the dominant ideology. The
variation of the discourse of national cinema was a cinematic version of the
response by the resistant camp who were forced to choose a new political
and historical position after the end of Korean bourgeois democratic
revolution, so-called ‘June democratic struggle’ in 1987.
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