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This paper looks to Hong Sang-soo’s 2010 film, Oki’s Movie, to analyze how a middle- 
aged male filmmaker attempts to express the subjective experience of a woman who is 
three decades his junior. This semi-episodic film tells four stories from the alternate 
perspectives of Korean men and women of different generations. Instead of simply 
reversing dominant gender roles, the film’s complex semi-episodic narrative encourages 
the audience to engage with multiple contradictory male and female perspectives 
simultaneously. The effects of these strategies are demonstrated through an analysis of 
the interaction between gender and narrative structure within the film’s four overlapping 
storylines. I argue that the way that Hong’s film confuses the separation between the 
diegeses of each episode encourages the viewer to recognize the different webs of 
systemic and interpersonal power that shape all gender identities. I also survey various 
theories of voice-over (particularly those of Britta Sjogren and Kaja Silverman) to show 
how point of view is sexually differentiated between each episode. Each character is then 
examined as a surrogate for the director himself in order to show the vital role that self
reference plays as a tool by which the author deconstructs their own privilege and 
authority. Finally, my paper expands the film’s gender politics to a larger critique of 
“phallocentric” theories of sexual difference and cultural studies. The film’s presentation 
of multiple subjectivities is framed as a powerful opposition to overly essentializing 
approaches to sexuality, identity and film theory. This approach toward Oki ’s Movie 
shows how an author in a majority position may respectfully speak to the subjective 
experience of a member of their social minority

rect representation of the content of this thesis.
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Introduction

The third segment of Hong Sang-soo’s 2010 film, Oki’s Movie opens with a 

professor by the name of Song (Moon Sung-keun) entering a classroom 20-minutes after 

his lesson was meant to begin, only to find the room completely empty. The camera stays 

at a distance, slowly tracking the dejected, middle-aged man as he approaches and sits on 

a table at the front of the room. Throughout this long-shot, a voice-over expresses the 

man’s frustration at his students’ absence as he wonders if the previous evening’s 

snowstorm is to blame. He remains center frame as the camera abruptly pushes in, 

highlighting both his exasperated expression and the words “A TIMELESS RIDDLE: 

THE HEART OF A WOMAN” scrawled on the chalkboard behind his head.

This tongue-in-cheek phrase (most likely written by the professor) is intended to 

humorously call attention to the casual misogyny at the core of modem sexual divisions. 

The message frames women as a mysterious other to the male subject, establishing a 

clear, and uneven, separation between the sexes. The woman is set up in opposition to the 

man, her “heart” an enigmatic object that must be decoded and contained so that social 

order can be maintained. This is a brand of toxic masculinity that has been the target of 

continuous critique throughout Hong Sang-soo s filmography. Since his debut in 1997, 

Hong’s films have been heralded in Korean film studies as powerful subversions to the 

problematic depictions of masculinity that characterized the national cinema between the 

1980s and early 2000s. From crowd-pleasing blockbusters like Kang Je-gyu’s Shiri



(1999) to politically charged and experimental arthouse productions like Lee Chang- 

dong’s Peppermint Candy (1999), images of male characters attempting to reclaim their 

fractured masculine agency through violence permeated the cultural imagination. By 

contrast, Hong’s early filmography abounded with depictions of male intellectuals who, 

dismayed by their sexual and social impotence, suffered humiliation as their gender 

identities were complicated by shifting social discourses. However, this consistent 

critique of masculinity did nothing to circumvent the lack of nuanced female 

representations in the nation’s cinema. From the Golden Age of melodramas in the 1950s 

and 1960s up to the “Korean New Wave” of 1980s and 1990s, female characters were 

relegated to supporting roles and typically fell into the archetypes of the “femme fatale” 

or the “virtuous mother.”1 Telling stories about the impact of post-colonial trauma on 

male subjectivity was by far of greater interest to the mostly male directors of Hong’s 

generation. While Hong’s treatment of the “male crisis” was certainly different from his 

peers, the feminine experience in the director’s depictions of modernity was mostly 

downplayed in favor of repeated displays of men failing, time and again, to adjust to a 

growing female independence. And yet, something changed for Hong after his 2009 short 

film, Lost in the Mountains. This film was the first time the director attempted to tell a 

story solely from the point of view of a female. Since this experiment, Hong’s creative 

output seems to have been overtaken by two questions; Can the logic of the “timeless 

riddle” be undone by telling stories from the perspective of sexist men like professor
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Song over and over again? Or, is it possible that the actual impact that these gender 

politics have on the lives of women is being obscured by this male-centric focus? Out of 

the fourteen films Hong made in the following decade, eight have now had female 

protagonists. This trend suggests a growing awareness of (if not an anxiety toward) the 

director’s own history of lacking female representations.

However, this seemingly well-intentioned exercise raises entirely new questions 

of gender representation and the ethics of artistic expression; can a male director ever 

adequately speak for a female? And even more broadly, can a member in any position of 

social majority respectfully speak to the subjective experience of their social minority? A 

compelling answer to these questions can be found when we turn to the complex form of 

Oki’s Movie. This semi-episodic film tells four stories from the perspectives of four 

different characters. The first three episodes all reflect the point of view of men who are 

driven, at least subconsciously, by the logic of the “timeless riddle,” while the final 

segment is told from the perspective of a young woman who had only played a 

supporting role in each prior episode. Rather than trying to recreate a complete picture of 

female subjectivity, Hong uses a series of surrogate characters to depict these social 

dynamics from both male and female perspectives simultaneously. The simultaneity of 

this expression does not just come from the film’s episodic nature; its effect is amplified 

by the way each parallel episode confuses the boundaries between the four perspectives 

and diegeses. To undo the logic of the “timeless riddle,” Hong’s film dissolves the 

separations between male and female subjectivity as well as between fiction and reality, 

in favor of a larger project to deconstruct subjectivity entirely. By examining the complex



narrative structure of Oki’s Movie, it will be shown how a film itself can take on a 

subjectivity that is multiplicitous; not that of a single man or woman, but one that is 

multi-generational and multi-gendered.

The introductory scene of professor Song from the film’s third episode also calls 

attention to a number of elements that are vital to the methodological approach I am 

taking toward Oki s Movie. Namely, the way the scene establishes the perspective of its 

central character while self-consciously acknowledging the performative nature of 

filmmaking itself. The image of a middle-aged professor and filmmaker, with the 

“timeless riddle” that is the “heart of women” floating over his head is especially 

revealing when we consider Song as a surrogate for Hong himself. Just like Song, Hong 

is both a film professor and filmmaker, one who is now seemingly obsessed with 

representing the “heart” of the female experience through his films. In some ways, the 

sequence mocks its subject; the camera zoom into his face is comical in its abruptness, 

calling attention to both the awkwardness of the camera itself and the professor’s 

predicament. Yet, the scene also encourages the viewer’s identification with the man. The 

camera catalogs how he spends these moments of waiting; showing as he relieves himself 

into a urinal and slovenly eats a pork bun at a student’s desk. A voice-over lets the 

audience hear his inner thoughts as he contemplates quitting teaching altogether. Just as 

Song has given up hope that any of his students will show up, the protagonist from the 

film’s fourth episodes, Oki (Jung Yu-mi) arrives. She is soon followed by the male 

protagonist from the second episode, Jinju (Lee Sun-kyun), after a brief shot of the 

professor erasing the “timeless riddle” lesson plan from the blackboard. In perhaps the
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most absurd scene in the entire film, Oki and Jinju ask professor Song a series of 

“profound’' and personal ques Dns; “Is love necessary?” “Are we human beings or 

animals?” As the handheld camera pans between the two students and the professor, each 

actor can be seen breaking character as they fail to conceal their own laughter at the 

farcical dialogue. Through this comical breaking of the fourth wall, Hong pokes fun at 

both these surrogate versions of himself as well as the pretentions of his own film. This 

self-reterentiality is what allows the auteur to simultaneously dissolve his own authority 

as the film’s director and his privilege as a male within South Korean society . It will be 

shown that Hong’s particular brand of self-reference can be a powerful tool by which an 

artist can deconstruct their own various power-relations. It too will be revealed that this 

deconstruction of one's power and identity is essential to the reshaping of subjectivity 

proposed by Oki’s Movie.

Escaping the logic of the “timeless riddle” has significance beyond just this single 

film, it is also a way of resisting centuries of the essentializing views of sexual difference 

and subjectivity. Song’s chalkboard message is in fact eerily reminiscent of Sigmund 

Freud’s famous lament that, despite his three decades of “research into the feminine 

soul,” that he was never able to answer the “great question” of “What does a woman 

want?”2 While Freud’s seeming lack of self-awareness is comical today, the phallocentric 

logic that informs both his “great question” as well as Song’s “timeless riddle” remains at

5

2 Freud once said to Marie Bonaparte: The great question that has never been answered, 
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Work, vol. 2, pt. 3, (Hogarth Press, 1953): 421.



the core of most modem capitalist societies, schools of philosophical thought, and 

scholarly approaches to Hong Sang-soo’s films. Within the deceptively mundane 

plotlines of Oki’s Movie, I see new avenues of creative resistance to these reductive ways 

of thinking about sexual difference, subjectivity and film in general. Professor Song’s 

erasure of his lesson plan should also compel the film’s audience to contemplate how 

their own beliefs and actions are shaped by the logic of the “timeless riddle.”

Prior to my analysis of Oki's Movie, it is important to contextualize Hong Sang- 

soo within the history of the Korean film industry and review the ongoing critical 

discussions on his filmography. This survey will help to establish why I see this single 

film as having particular significance to both gender and film studies alike. Through this 

literature review I also aim to show why previous approaches to Hong’s films have not 

fully accounted for the unique potential they have to compel audiences into new ways of 

viewing, thinking and being.



Literature Review

Hong Sang-soo debuted in a period when South Korea faced intense economic 

hardship that facilitated a paradoxical boom in the country’s film industry. The financial 

crisis of the late 1990s, dubbed the “IMF era,” led to a climate that allowed the 

emergence of young, independent film directors who would become some of the most 

recognizable figures in both domestic and international markets. The chaebol film 

divisions, which previously were responsible for the funding of the majority of domestic 

features and the importation of foreign films, exited the industry in order to maintain the 

economic stability of their core businesses. This decreased domestic film production was 

contrasted by a rise in theater admissions between 1996 and 1997. Many of the box office 

successes of this period were funded by new investment companies backing a younger 

generation of directors, resulting in a breath of life in the industry in the form of the 

“youth-oriented, genre-savvy, visually sophisticated,” New Korean Cinema of the late 

1990s.3 In contrast to the politically charged films of the Korean New Wave, which were 

grounded with a degree of indexical fidelity, this group of filmmakers felt distanced from 

the historical traumas of the past and more free to engage in abstract visual 

experimentation. The newly formed production companies encouraged their directors to 

break from past conventions and tap into new (particularly youth) markets. This, Darcy 

Paquet claims, created an “atmosphere of creative license” that would lead to the debut of 

the movement’s most recognizable directors; Kim Ki-duk, Kang Je-gyu, Lee Chang-
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dong, Kim Jee-woon, Im Sang-soo, Bong Joon-ho, and Hong Sang-soo.4 This new group 

of directors, all of whom debuted in their thirties, were bom in the 1960s, and attended 

college in the 1980s would be dubbed the “386 Generation” and, according to Jinhee 

Choi, propelled “an industrial boom unprecedented in the history of South Korean 

Cinema.”5

Scholars are quick to note that Hong Sang-soo stands as somewhat of an outlier 

from the rest of his generation. Even as far back as 2004, (when the separation of the 

“New Korean Wave,” and the emerging “New Korean Cinema,” was less distinct) Kim 

Kyung-Hyun recognized Hong’s distance from emerging trends. Kim aligned Hong with 

the “New Korean Cinema Auteurs,” (along with Park Kwang-su, and Jang Sun-woo) 

three directors whose films all exposed the anxieties of male intellectuals, had self- 

referential autobiographical elements, and depicted modem Korea from a predominantly 

male perspective. The men in these films were typically dismayed by their impotence and 

suffered sexual humiliation as their gender identities became complicated by 

contemporary social discourses. However, unlike Park and Jang who confronted issues of 

modem subjectivity through their characters’ relationship to historical and political 

forces, Hong’s subjects were largely disconnected from national history.6

8
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5 Jinhee Choi, The South Korean Film Renaissance: Local Hitmakers, Global 
Provocateurs, (Wesleyan University Press, 2010), 4.
6 Kyung Hyun Kim, The Remasculinization o f Korean Cinema, (Duke University Press, 
2004), 132-4.



More recent writings have clearly aligned Hong with what was previously 

described as the 386 Generation, while still noting that he defies most clear domestic (or 

foreign) allegiances. Both Darcy Paquet and Jinhee Choi recognize Hong as a 

representative of “New Korean Cinema,’ (which Choi distinguishes as the “second new 

wave” 7) but separate him along with Lee Chang Dong, Kim Ki-Duk, and Im Sang-soo 

for the differences of their production models and the fact that their films do not fall into 

traditional genre categories like the high concept comedies and Korean blockbusters of 

their contemporaries. These directors are seen as falling more in line with the film 

festival, “art cinema” scene than the more commercially friendly works of Bong Joon-ho 

or Park Chan-wook.8 Even in transnational discourse Hong defies clear categorization; 

Both David Bordwell and Jinhee Choi somewhat reluctantly position Hong alongside the 

Asian Minimalist auteurs, with Choi acknowledging that the director’s aesthetic and 

narrative style both utilizes and transforms various international art-cinema conventions.9

This then calls for a more detailed overview of the specific qualities of Hong 

Sang-soo’s films that cause them to transcend simple classification. In discussions of 

Hong, it has almost become a cliche to cite that his debut feature The Day a Pig Fell into 

the Well (1997) was described as “a gunshot that shook Korean film history.”1011 

Although Hong’s style has matured over his prolific 22-year career, this first film

7 Choi, 165.
8 Paquet, 82-3.
9 Choi, 185.
10 Quoted in Huh Moonyung, HONG Sangsoo: Korean Film Directors, trans. York Jin- 
young (Seoul: Seoul Selection, 2007), 3.
11 All further references to this film will shorten its title simply to The Day.



displays many of the themes, formal inclinations, and narrative devices that still manifest 

in his films in some form to this day; a minimalist aesthetic, a mundane portrayal of a 

modernity where signs have lost their meaning, and a complex, semi-episodic narrative 

that does not differentiate between dreams and reality. Providing a brief overview of the 

way each of these elements function in Hong’s films (along with a survey of various 

scholars’ interpretations of their implications and spectatorial effects) will be useful to 

contextualize the interventions of my particular methodological approach to Oki s Movie. 

This survey will pay tribute to previous revelations made by scholars about the unique 

potential Hong’s films have to compel viewers into new ways of perceiving, thinking, 

and being. What will also be revealed is how these scholars tend to place the effects of 

these films into overly essentialist interpretations. This essentialism comes from the 

tendency to attribute the director’s work with culturally specific (often binary) beliefs 

about gender, nationality and politics. Moreover, this survey will reveal why this single, 

10-year old film from a South Korean arthouse auteur is worm examining as more than 

just a watershed moment in one directors’ career; its formal complexity provides insights 

that have profound implications for both film and gender studies.

The Formal Elements of Hong Sang-soo

As implied by his occasional grouping with the Asian Minimalist movement, 

Hong utilizes a restrained approach to cinematography and mise-en-scene. He relies 

heavily on long takes, keeps his camera at a fair distance from his actors, and only 

sparingly uses close ups. His staging is reminiscent of the theatre; with tightly framed 

two shots of characters in extended dialog sequences. He has remained remarkably

10



consistent throughout his career with subtle evolutions; he exclusively used a stationary 

camera until 2002, and only more recently has incorporated an increase in camera zooms. 

12 As noted by David Bordwell, this minimalist approach has a reflexive effect on the 

spectator; the long periods of stagnantly framed action encourage viewers to explore the 

intricacies and finer details of character actions and dialogue.13

The plot lines that the audience is drawn to interrogate reveal themselves to be 

largely devoid of dramatic action and do not conform to traditional narrative structures. 

Hong’s films typically center on the relatively mundane daily lives of a series of 

characters in states of waiting or traveling, sitting in cafes, bars, and drinking too much 

soju. Instead of political forces or melodrama, the conflicts within Hong’s films stem 

from the instability of personal relationships based on failures of communication between 

cosmopolitan men and women. Kim Kyung-Hyun, in his analysis of Hong’s first three 

films, points out that the “vacuous intermittence—the temporal gap when people are 

forced to tediously sit” that conventional narratives ignore serve to propel the understated 

personal dramas of Hong’s films.14 Indeed, the focus on quotidian is what leads Jinhee 

Choi to view as the directors’ apparent “indifference” to past national traumas.1 This, 

however does not prevent scholars from drawing political implications from films that are 

otherwise understood as being “post politics.”

11

12 Choi, 174.
13 David Bordwell, “Beyond Asian Minimalism: HONG Sangsoo's Geometry Lesson,’ 
HONG Sangsoo:
Korean Film Directors, ed. Huh Moonyoung (Seoul: Seoul Selection, 2007) 24.
14 Kim, 206.
15 Choi, 30.



In The Remasculinization o f Korean Cinema Kim Kyung-Hyun’s analysis of 

Hong’s first three films places particular emphasis on the importance temporal stasis, 

delay, and repetition play in informing Hong’s depictions of Korean modernity. He 

suggests that the portrayal of everyday banality where male characters repeat themselves 

ultimately to return to the same point of origin has significant ideological implications 

about Korean masculinity in the new millennium. By forgoing the melodramatic closure 

and temporal linearity of dominant narratives, Hong suspends the pleasures of his 

protagonists and the film’s audience to reveal the impossibility of reconciling the male 

crisis. This focus on the everyday is then seen as a powerful oppositional force to the 

toxic masculine image in Korean cinema that Kim’s larger work is concerned with. Steve 

Choe makes a related assertion in his analysis of Hong’s two films Virgin Stripped Bare 

By Her Bachelors (2000) and Woman is the Future o f Man (2004). Choe places these 

works in context with the gender politics of South Korea, where economic changes in the 

post-IMF era has resulted in a social climate in which the new realities of male 

unemployment and female independence have become irreconcilable with timeless 

gender roles. Hong’s anti-melodramatic mode, for Choe, makes “a spectacle of these new 

sexual politics” to critique the narcissism underling neoliberal ethics. The failures of 

Hong’s men to conquer the future by unwittingly repeating their past romantic missteps 

exposes flawed notions of modem subjectivity and compels audiences to consider the 

reorientation of traditional gender roles.16 Similarly, Chung Hye Seung and David Scott

12

16 Steve Choe. Sovereign Violence: Ethics and South Korean Cinema in the New 
Millennium (Amsterdam University Press, 2016), 144.



Different see these films and their postmodern narrative strategies as reflecting the 

experience of a fractured Korean national identity that is still reeling from the effects of 

years of economic and postcolonial turmoil.1

This ambivalence is seen as extending to Hong’s systems of verbal and visual 

signification. Kim Kyung-Hyun points out that in these films language often fails to 

communicate and represent the genuine intentions of their characters. He argues that the 

use or withholding of the phrase “I love you” is never a romantic gesture, but is instead 

an exertion of power. Hong’s men and women desire to hear or utter these words, but 

when they do the sincerity/credibility is obscured or shown to be manipulative. The 

phrase becomes a sign that is “empty or cut off from its referent.” The implication then is 

that in modernity the notion of love has lost its intrinsic value, and thus the very nature of 

modem subjectivity is challenged by the failure of verbal communication.18 In his 

analysis of On the Occasion o f Remembering Turning Gate (2002), Woman is the Future 

o f Man, and Tale o f Cinema (2005), Kim expands upon the importance this linguistic 

failure has in relation to Korea’s post-political phase, arguing that it is linked not just to 

the withering of individual subjectivity, but also political agency. As language is the 

feature through which ideology is most readily accessed, Hong’s depiction of 

miscommunication between people as a societal norm foregrounds the absence of a

13

17 Hye Seung Chung and David Scott Diffrient, “Forgetting to Remember, Remembering 
to Forget: The Politics of Memory and Modernity in the Fractured Films of Lee Chang- 
dong and Hong Sang-soo,” Seoul Searching: Culture and Identity in Contemporary 
Korean Cinema, ed. Frances Gateward (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2007), 133.
18 Kim, 209.



unified ideology in Korea’s post-political era. Any notion of a universalized national 

subjectivity which ties individuals and societies together is not only unstable but shown 

to be irrelevant. According to Kim, this is a symptom of any post-political model, but 

especially pronounced in South Korea, where the painful process of decolonization seems 

never-ending.19

While keeping these cultural and political interpretations in mind, it should be 

noted that my analysis will not address the significance Oki’s Movie may have in relation 

to Korean film studies or its national culture. The reason for this is twofold. Firstly, as 

implied by the previous discussion, Hong Sang-soo does not fit neatly into any single 

national film industry. Over the last twelve years this lack of national allegiance has only 

become more pronounced as the director’s films have increasingly centered on 

transnational themes and storylines. Many of these films are multi-lingual, multi-country 

productions that feature plots and characters who transcend national borders. The 

narratives of Night and Day (2008), In Another Country (2013), Hill o f Freedom (2014), 

On the Beach at Night Alone (2017) and Claire’s Camera (2017), all pivot on Korean 

men and women traveling to foreign countries to find that their cultural identities are not 

immediately reconcilable with their international peers. Although nationality and the 

difficulty of cultural compatibility indeed seem to be of great interest to the director, it 

should not be assumed that these films speak only to a “Korean” sensibility. Secondly, I 

believe that interpreting a film like Oki’s Movie solely through a cultural lens closes off

Kim Kyung-Hyun, Virtual Hallyu: Korean Cinema o f the Global Era, (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011),
125-6
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the more universal ideological implications behind its treatment of gender and 

subjec vity. For reasons that will become apparent, this film’s formal experimentation 

discourages the audience from assigning its characters with any single fixed identity. If 

we follow Kim s melancholy conclusions that Hong’s earlier films identify the problem 

of a withering national subjectivity through the failure of language, the structure of Oki’s 

Movie seems to propose a redefinition of subjectivity that eschews nation and gender 

altogether. From this perspective, we can turn this discussion toward the most radical 

aspect of Hong Sang-soo’s cinema; his experimental approach to narrative structure.

With a more complete understanding of the reflexive effect of these complex storylines, it 

will become clear how a single film can empower its viewers to engage in a participatory 

mode of spectatorship. In the case of Oki’s Movie, this participation will be channeled 

into the recognition of multiple, fluid sexualities and subjectivities simultaneously.

Narrative Structure and Self-Reference

Since his very first feature, Hong has shown an interest in toying with story 

structure in ways that directly call the viewer’s attention to the form of the film they are 

watching. The Day had a semi-episodic narrative based around four main characters all of 

whom, while at first not clearly related, end up all being intrinsically tied together. On 

first viewing it is not clear what purpose each scene may play in the overall structuring of 

the story, and key developments between scenes are often omitted. In David Bordweli’s 

analysis of The Day, he describes the narrative as having a “geometric structure,” that 

presented the four storylines in shifting blocks, privileging one for an extended period 

before switching to the next. These “blocks” showed events from a single character’s



perspective and would often eschew events of the fabula from the audience when shifting 

to the next. In his two films that followed (The Power ofKangwon Province (1998) and 

Virgin Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors (2000) 20) these “blocks” would take on more 

uncertain properties. In The Power ofKangwon Province, two story blocks (what 

Bordwell calls an ‘ A/B pattern”) were presented non-chronologically, and even more 

confoundingly in Virgin Stripped Bare, the A and B storylines were instead two different 

versions of the same story.21 Echoing the geometric naming scheme employed by 

Bordwell, Chung Hye Seung and David Scott Different use the label “cubist narration,” 

to describe the structure of In The Power ofKangwon Province and Virgin Stripped Bare. 

For them, “cubist narration,” refers to “any film in which a ‘kernel’ story — as seen from 

various characters’ perspectives — is replayed in parallel or obliquely angled episodic 

form.” Most notably their analysis calls attention to the way these episodic shifts in 

Hong’s first three films occur specifically on gendered lines- with half of the story 

centered on male perspectives and the other half on the female’s perspective.22

Bordwell’s geometric framework for Hong’s films begins to show its limitations 

when applied to the director’s work following these first three features. He stretches to 

apply the A/B pattern to the doubling of the main character’s behavior in Turning Gate, 

and the dichotomy between the fictional film-within-the-film and the world of the 

characters watching it in Tale o f Cinema.23 This difficulty can be partially attributed to a

16

20 All further mentions of this film will shorten its title simply to Virgin Stripped Bare.
21 Bordwell, 25-6.
22 Hye Seung Chung and David Scott Diffrient, 129.
23 Bordwell, 25-6.



series of narrative tropes that further confuses a simplistic understanding of the events 

unfolding before the viewer. Within Hong’s cinema, there is never a clear differentiation 

between levels of fiction and reality; when presenting flashbacks, parallel futures, dream 

sequences and films-within-films, all are treated with the same level of fidelity. 

Furthermore, uncanny repetitions haunt the lives of his characters, their stories folding 

into one another through countless coincidences and accidental encounters. More recently 

published work has adapted to reflect these confusions in conjunction with Hong’s 

unconventional story structures. Instead of focusing obsessively on the minutia of 

overlapping storylines or uncertain realities, other scholars have led to much more 

productive lines of inquiry by turning their attention to the way viewers recognize (and 

respond to) them.

The work of Michael Unger particularly centers on the role of the viewer when 

describing the narrative complexities of Hong’s films. By using the concept of narrative 

parallelism, Unger helpfully accounts not only for the different episodes in Hong’s films, 

but also their diegetic blurring. Traditional narrative parallelism involves the 

intermingling of two or more independent plots or storylines with different characters 

who become connected (or are revealed to be so) later on in the film. The audience then 

“compares and contrasts the different stories seeking to find what unites them on the level 

of plot and/or what they share in common on a thematic level.”24 Hong’s “codes of 

parallelism” function differently. While many of the director’s films (such as the
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aforementioned The Day with its four overlapping storylines), indeed fit this description, 

Hong takes his parallelism another step further through the use of subtle repetitions in 

character actions, events, and locations. When combined with the blurring of the 

boundary between reality and fiction, dreams and waking life, the audience is denied a 

passive viewing experience. The viewer is clued into the instability of the text itself 

through these echoes and thus must become actively engaged to find their significance.25

This assumption of the audience’s active engagement informs many 

contemporary writings about Hong Sang-soo’s films. It is this perspective, that the viewer 

is both informed and willing to interrogate the films in question, that is fundamental to 

the insights drawn about both the director’s earlier movies like Tale o f Cinema (2005), as 

well as some of his more recent work such as 2015’s Right Now, Wrong Then. Robert W. 

Davis and Tim Maloney used the strategy of literary analysis known as “redaction 

criticism,” (where one takes stock of the differences between two versions of a text to 

interpret the potential ideological, philosophical or sociological significance of such 

variations) to describe the experience of a spectator of a Hong Sang-soo film.26 Hee- 

seung Irene Lee’s Lacanian reading of Right Now, Wrong Then is similarly dependent on 

the assumption that the viewer will become tuned in to the subtle differences between 

character actions in the film’s divided, parallel story. Right Now, Wrong Then has two 

distinct parts delineated by clear intertitles, where the second part “replays” the events of

18

25 Ibid., 146.
26 Robert W. Davis and Tim Maloney, “Hong Sang-soo's Geuk-jang-jeon [A Tale of 
Cinema]: redaction criticism and production analysis,” New Review o f Film and 
Television Studies 12.1 (2014): 10.



the first with very slight variations. The differences in the second half of the film 

“provokes a watchful recollection” of the first.27 As previously noted, the signifiers in 

Hong’s films are rarely given explicit meaning, yet each film’s complex structure and 

uncanny repetitions imply a higher design. This gap in meaning, what Unger calls a 

“semiological void” screams out to viewers to apply their own creative agency. To 

reconcile this, these scholars claim, the audience forms a type of meta-narrative outside 

the text itself not only to make possible connections between the various stories and 

characters, but also to engage in the construction of the film’s meaning.28 Bradley Warren 

proposes a similar interpretation of this viewing process, arguing that the director’s 

unconventional and complex narrative organizations offer a model where the viewer is 

compelled to recognize their own agency in the interpretive process. For Warren, Hong’s 

films open their audience to the possibility of “unlimited narrative arrangements,” 

challenging them to disentangle the levels of the film’s text and form their own objective 

truth of the events on screen.29 Warren suggests that by allowing freedom in the 

audience’s interpretation that Hong’s films “de-emphasize the role of a perceived author 

in the establishment of meaning;’30 However, this introduces the question of how Hong’s 

status as an auteur plays into the way a viewer experiences these films. When the 

parallelism between Hong’s films (the repeated use of similar characters, storylines,
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locations, narratives and tropes) is taken into account, it may be misguided to downplay 

the extent to which the presence of the director remains an integral part of the viewer’s 

interpretative schema. In fact, the effect of Hong’s repetitions from film to film have even 

greater implications about the role and type of viewership at stake in these analyses. This 

is especially acute when looking at the frequency by which people apply autobiographical 

interpretations to these films.

In the past decade, scholarly articles written about Hong’s cinema have 

increasingly relied (some less explicitly than others) on modes of reading from the 

perspective of someone who is familiar with the director’s filmography, career and, to 

some extent, his personal life. Hee-seung Irene Lee, in her Lacanian analysis of Right 

Now, Wrong Then, offers an interpretation that both the repetitions in Hong’s individual 

films and those present throughout his filmography are hopeful, honest reflections of the 

process of forming subjectivity at the heart of Lacanian Ethics. She suggests that the 

repetitions of Hong’s characters (and by extension, Hong himself) show that a subject can 

only be moved from a passive, unproductive being to a proactive and liberated one 

through the act of repetition.31 Marc Raymond provides perhaps the best example of this 

intertextual mode of interpretation when he proposes an understanding of Hong’s film’s 

as having become more “essayistic” in nature. Raymond asserts that with the director’s 

transition to shooting on digital video in 2008, Hong’s films have less evolved 

formalistically, but instead began to build onto each other as reflections by the filmmaker 

on his relationship to his own films and their audience. Raymond specifically relies on

20

31 Irene Lee, 150



the comparison between a key moment from Hong’s 2009 feature, Like You Know It All 

with an eerily similar scene from a film released only 16 months later, Oki’s Movie. In 

both films, a male director is exposed to a bombardment of pointed questions from young 

female film students after a film screening. The director’s awkward, defensive reaction to 

the criticism in Like You know it All is revised in the echoed scene in Oki’s Movie, where 

the second director ultimately recognizes the student’s critiques and finds himself unable 

to justify his filmmaking. For Raymond, Hong’s shift toward a more “essayistic” and 

self-reflexive mode of filmmaking makes his films the closest we will get to an 

autobiographical reflection on his career, as the auteur is famously reluctant to speak 

publicly about the meaning of his films.32

The point in calling attention to this mode of interpretations is not necessarily to 

criticize it. In fact, Raymond’s autobiographical, essayistic readings may be one of the 

more enlightening ways to approach the director’s increasingly smaller, lighter works.

My intention instead is to establish the large degree to which this director’s presence is 

embodied in the works themselves. This presence plays a fundamental role in the 

meaning of each individual text and has profound ethical implications when considering 

the types of stories and characters they depict. In Hong’s films, it has become 

increasingly difficult to disentangle the director’s own self from the films he produces. 

This is reflected not only in the formal and thematic repetitions in his films, but also 

through his characters. While it’s true that Hong’s protagonists have almost always had
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some stake in the world of filmmaking either as actors, producers, university professors, 

directors, and editors, there was typically a significant disconnect between them and the 

director. However, as Raymond has pointed out, after Hong began working in digital in 

2008, both the quantity and focus of his films changed.33 In these more recent films one 

can sometimes identify direct analogs between these characters and Hong’s own 

biography. The lead of the aforementioned Like You Know It All struggles to form his 

own production company a few years after Hong himself founded Jeonwonsa Film, the 

self-run company that would distribute every one of his films since 2010. And even more 

blatantly, his 2016 film On the Beach at Night Alone told the story of an actress who 

travels abroad after having an affair with an older male director. The lead, Kim Min-hee, 

is in fact the very same actress who Hong admitted to having an extramarital affair with 

after years of public controversy.

Hong is of course not unique in his use of surrogate figures to reflect on his 

relationship to his work; there is a rich tradition of self-reflexivity and self-reference in 

film history. It is this trait, (along with the director’s controversial relationships with his 

actors) that has led to Hong earning the somewhat dubious label internationally as the 

“Korean Woody Allen.”34 Where Hong differs from these past filmmakers is that he has 

never made a direct cameo appearance in his films or stared as a fictionalized version of 

himself. Instead his surrogate characters are still recognizable as being separate
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individuals. Such surrogates, like the director in Like You Know It All, may interrupt a 

film’s narrative in order to give a philosophical monolog that echo feelings Hong has 

expressed about filmmaking or the world at large. These instances are akin to Hong’s 

own voice speaking through one of his characters, seeming to externalize the director’s 

public and private struggles in relation to his films and personal life. While other 

directors’ use of these techniques have received extensive critical examination, the self- 

referentiality of Hong’s cinema is typically treated as an afterthought or spoken of in a 

vaguely positive light. Before these autobiographical elements became quite as explicit, 

in 2004 Kim Kyung-Hyun suggested that the director’s use of self-referential insertions 

could create a social critique that avoided degrading the experience of common people.35 

Marc Raymond and Tony Rayns have elsewhere proposed that rather than being 

purposefully autobiographical stories, Hong’s projection of personal experience onto 

fictional characters of a younger generation is an effort to shed light on the lives of 

filmmakers who are now facing struggles reminiscent of those he underwent himself 

Bradley Warren does indeed mention that it is possible that a viewer’s knowledge of 

these autobiographical elements could influence their experience watching a Hong Sang- 

soo film. However, his analysis downplays the role of the author in favor of the freedoms
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of interpretation offered by each film’s narrative structures.37 By contrast, my analysis of 

Oki’s Movie centers on the acknowledgment that these characters act as surrogates for the 

director. This particular film reveals that a certain kind of blatant self-reference can be 

more than just a narcissist exercise; it can also be a powerful tool in the deconstruction of 

one s own power relations. However, this cannot be simply done by the use of a single 

male or female surrogate. The way that Hong divides himself into multiple surrogates in 

a single episodic film is what makes Oki s Movie particularly significant. Furthermore, 

this film suggests that a self-conscious recognition of oneself within their stories is vital 

for an artist in a position of privilege to speak through identities that are not directly 

analogous to their own,

It is my intention that this literature review has established the role that both 

narrative design and the director’s autobiography play in the study (and experience) of 

Hong Sang-soo’s films. These two factors will intersect in important and revelatory ways 

when we take a closer look at the characters and structure of Oki’s Movie. When taken in 

tandem, Oki’s Movie shows that these concepts can suggest a radical reshaping of 

subjectivity by subverting point of view, gender and diegesis.

However, it would be misguided to completely downplay the ethical complexities 

of a male filmmaker speaking for his social others. As previously stated, Hong’s male 

and female characters indeed share biographical details with the director, but they are 

never direct self-insertions. They have their own idiosyncrasies that make them feel like
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unique personas while also being infused with aspects of Hong’s own subjectivity. 

Regardless of the intentionality of the director, these surrogate characters then inevitably 

address the realties experienced by Hong’s societal, generational, and gendered others. 

When the director decides to embody these fictional, occasionally female characters, he is 

then accepting the responsibility of speaking for a demographic for which he is not a 

member. In order to fully frame why I see Oki’s Movie as a productive example of this 

type of experiment, a more detailed review of the “phallocentric” theories of sexual 

difference is necessary. This will also fully establish the stakes behind the film's 

subversive treatment of subjectivity and gender- subversions that offer a means of escape 

from the ever-present and essentializing logic of the “timeless riddle.”

Sexual Difference and Subjectivity

All too obvious are the problematic dynamics of any artist in a majority position 

attempting to write as and speak for a member of their social minority. Despite the 

complex cultural shifts in South Korea s post-colonial era of increased globalization and 

transnational flows, the nation remains largely patriarchal; with male subjectivity 

assumed as the default and femininity as its oppositional “other.” Psychoanalytic theories 

of sexual difference have often been used to describe and critique the inequalities 

between men and women in social systems. Both Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan’s 

many writings on the Oedipal phase have been particularly influential for feminist 

theories that address a whole range of issues related to sexual difference. In her essay 

“The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of Sex,” Gayle Rubin provides 

a particularly evocative feminist reading of the theories of Claude Levi-Strauss, Sigmund
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Freud, and Jacques Lacan. These theories suggest that a female child’s acquisition of 

their “femininity” in the Oedipal phase also comes with feelings of inferiority and 

passivity. In Freud’s model of sexual development, the Oedipal phase begins when the 

child recognizes the anatomical sexual difference between males and females. The female 

child sees their lack of a penis, and thus their fundamental inability to please their 

mother; “She compares her tiny clitoris to the larger penis, and in the face of its evident 

superior ability to satisfy the mother, falls prey to penis envy and a sense of inferiority.” 

She then “assumes a passive feminine position vis-a-vis the father.”38 These theories 

were later repurposed by Jacques Lacan into the realm of the symbolic rather than the 

biological. In Lacan’s framework, the Oedipal crisis occurs when a child learns the 

sexual rules that structure and order their family unit; the dominance of the father, 

endowed with the phallus over the “lacking” mother. Lacan’s “Oedipal complex is an 

apparatus for the production of sexual personality,” according to Rubin. The phallus then 

is a symbol of the dominant sexual/hierarc—cal position that men have in the child’s 

household, and by extension society at large. The castration complex supposedly 

experienced by women is their recognition not of a physical absence of the penis but is 

instead their “lack” of this symbolic phallus. The concept of “castration” then comes to 

represent a general attitude of passivity and inferiority, one that the female subject, due to 

their anatomy, is nearly predestined to assume.39 Here the phallus is a “symbolic object”
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that differentiates between “castrated” and “non-castrated,” setting up an unequal 

dichotomy between the sexes.

Lacan’s symbol of the phallus does not just work as a tool of sexual 

differentiation, it is also a symbol of power, “the embodiment of the male status, to which 

men accede, and in which certain rights inhere- among them, the right to a woman.” It is 

“an expression of the transmission of male dominance,” gifted to a boy by his father so 

he may go onto use it to obtain a woman of his own. The girl can then only be “gifted” 

the phallus through intercourse with a man or by its “transformation into a child” that she 

gives birth to. Of course, the phallus is never truly obtained by the woman, but only 

“passes through her” as an extension of these actions driven by the male. The Oedipal 

crisis, as the starting point at which men and women become separated into a hierarchy of 

power relations, also serves to inform the logic by which women are exchanged into 

systems of kinship.40 This social dynamic is the logic that underscores what has been 

called the “phallic culture” of all capitalist societies. It is this same “phallocentric” logic 

that can be found in social, cultural and economic schools of thought, and has been the 

target of feminist theory for decades.

Through a psychoanalytic lens, we could view Hong’s act of artificially shifting 

his authorship onto an imagined female as a presumptuous “gifting of the phallus” that 

merely recreates and textualizes the Oedipal myth that underlines modem genders 

inequalities in societies like South Korea. In my view, this type of psychoanalytic
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framework is overly essentialist and too quickly shuts down the possibility of more 

nuanced readings of these female surrogates. In fact, I find that the parallelism and the 

use of voice-over in Oki’s Movie makes it the most productive examples of Hong using a 

female character to reflect these gender politics. As this text appears interested in 

expressing female subjectivity, it is worth evaluating it alongside feminist theories that 

share similar aims.

The brand of “philosophical nomadism” expressed by scholar Rosi Braidotti has 

particular relevance to the way gender is treated in Hong’s newly female focused films.

In Metamorphoses: Towards a Materialist Theory o f Becoming, Braidotti proposes a 

radical reshaping of subjectivity that has significant implications for contemporary 

gender politics. With a focus on female subjectivity and sexuality, Braidotti proposes a 

theoretical framework for thinking about and representing subjectivity through novel 

“figurations.” These figurations take form both in individual and culture understandings 

of subjectivity, but also through media representations of sexuality and sexual difference:

...new figurations of the subject (nomadic, cyborg, Black, etc.) function like 

conceptual personae. As such, they are no metaphor, but rather on the critical 

level, materially embedded, embodying accounts of one’s power-relations. On the 

creative level they express the rate of change, transformation or affirmative 

deconstruction of the power one inhabits. ‘Figurations’ materially embody stages
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of metamorphosis of a subject position towards all that the phallogocentric system 

does not want it to become.41

Braidotti foregrounds a conception of the feminist subject as “nomadic” and “non- 

unitary,” one whom is in an unending process of transition and transformation. She 

asserts that subjects in the new millennium are characterized by “change,” and 

“hybridization,’' and are inevitably defined by multiple complex power relations. With 

novel figurations , Braidotti believes that we can account for the ways all identities are 

informed by “different socio-economic and symbolic locations” while also opening up 

“sites and strategies of resistance” to marginalizing social forces (such as phallocentric 

logic that has informed philosophical and political landscapes for centuries).42 Difference 

(sexual or otherwise) no longer needs to be viewed negatively; embracing it speaks 

honestly to the web of contradictions and transformations that structure subjectivity in the 

21st century.

This “nomadic” vision of subjectivity takes inspiration both from the theories of 

Giles Deleuze and Luce Irigaray. Braidotti sees both French philosophers as sharing an 

interest in the broad project of “re-inventing the very image of the subject.” Both Irigaray 

and Deleuze’s call for a reimagining of the subject, according to Braidotti, as an “entity 

fully immersed in relations of power, knowledge and desire,”'13 and thus is in a 

continuous process of metamorphosis and transformation. These nomadic subjects are

41 Rosi Braidotti, Metamorphoses: Towards a Materialist Theory o f Becoming, (Malden: 
Polity Press, 2013), 13, Kindle.
42 Ibid., 3.
43 Ibid., 7.
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non-unitary; constructed from multiple (at times contradictory) subjectivities and have a 

deep interest in engaging in “becomings,” or “the actualization of the immanent 

encounter between subjects, entities and forces which are apt mutually to affect and 

exchange parts of each other in a creative and non-invidious manner.”44 As such, these 

subjects are open to continuous fluxes and contradictions, willing to consider the ways 

that interpersonal encounters and larger social structures continue to shape and inform 

their conception of the self.

For Irigaray. the reinvention of the subject comes in the form of a “virtual 

feminine,” an as of yet unrealized image of femininity that may be reshaped by feminists 

into new cultural and theoretical representations. This feminine is “virtual” in the sense 

that it is known to be an artificial social construct. This artificiality allows for the 

potential for it to be taken up, repurposed, and re-presented toward productive political 

ends.45 By comparison, Braidotti sees Deleuze’s hope in in-depth transformations of the 

subject through “sexually differentiated processes of becoming,” particularly in the form 

of his notions of “becoming-woman” and “becoming-minoritarian.” The concept of 

“becoming-woman” does not refer to actual gender or sexual transitions, but instead 

amounts to a reimagining of Western modes of thought and philosophy that place 

masculinity and male subjectivity as the default, with “woman as the privileged figure of

30

44 Ibid., 67-8.
45 Ibid., 22-3.



otherness.”4 in this vein, Deleuze seeks to deconstruct the male/female dichotomy 

completely and frame the subject as being “endowed with multiple sexualities.”47

The nuances of these poststructuralist visions of gender, sexual difference and 

subjectivity will be continued to be addressed as I move through Oki’s Movie. What is 

important at the moment is to foreground the political and artistic consequences of 

Braidotti’s theoretical marriage of Irigaray and Deleuze. This “de-pathologizing” of the 

feminine goes beyond simply subverting strict categories of gender/sex; it seeks “to 

elaborate hybrid, transformative identities working both inside and outside, on the 

majority and the minoritarian front simultaneously.”48 She refers to this as a 

“radicalization of heterosexuality” through both non-fictional and fictional 

representations (or “figurations”). For Braidotti, this project then becomes one of 

“finding adequate representations” of sexuality and sexual difference for both women 

and men. Just as Irigaray empowers men to “re-embody and re-embed their sexuality in a 

non-phallic manner,” Deleuze as well calls for the “majority” to become “minoritarian” 

through “polyvalent, fluid,” becomings.

As both Hong and Braidotti are concerned with representing (sexual and 

otherwise) subjectivity differently, Braidotti’s open inclusion ot men in this aesthetic and 

political process has significant baring on the evaluation of Hong’s own feminine project. 

Through the use of multiple shifting points of view, the trope of film-within-the-film, and
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the directors’ separation of himself into multiple, intermingling and contradictory 

subjectivities (in the form of the film’s four main characters), Oki’s Movie will now 

shown to be its own nomadic subject.



The Episodic Gender of Oki’s Movie

The structure of Oki s Movie as a “compilation” film made up of four short films 

makes it an exemplary illustration of the codes of parallelism present throughout Hong 

Sang-soo’s filmography Unlike a true compilation or omnibus film (where different 

filmmakers write/direct each section), Oki’s Movie and its four parts are all written and 

directed by Hong himself. Multiple locations and sets are shared between each segment 

and, aside from the final episode, each actor is credited with the same exact role. While it 

is possible to appreciate and interpret each segment individually, the questions and 

effects raised by the recognition of the echoes between them encourages a different type 

of engagement with the film as a whole. One may feel compelled to rewind and re-watch 

previous sections for the commonalities between them.

It is exactly this structure that gives a complexity to Oki’s Movie that would 

otherwise be concealed by its mundane, slice-of-life, narratives. The similarities between 

each segment make it possible for the audience to interpret each episode as anything from 

short films-within-the-film, as subjective perspectives of each character, or even alternate 

realities. And as is expected of Hong, his formal strategies make it so no clear diegetic 

hierarchy can be determined between the four episodes; the lines separating each are 

consistently blurred and obfuscated. The start of each episode s cued by color-inverted 

credits and intertitles that display the name of the section that follows. The first “A Day 

for Incantation,” the second “King of Kisses,” the third “After the Snowstorm,” and the 

last which shares its name with the film itself; “Oki’s Movie." These intertitles are 

accompanied by the repetition of the film’s title theme, Pomp and Circumstance No. 1 in
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D major. In every instance of its use, this soundtrack bleeds between segments; it starts 

playing at the conclusion of an episode, then continues over the inverted credit sequence 

of the next before fading away a few seconds later.

This formal play is especially jarring at the conclusion of the first episode, “A 

Day for Incantation.” This segment concludes with the previously referenced scene where 

Lee Sun-kyun, playing the role of Jinju, a married film director, faces scrutiny from a 

female audience member at a Q and A following a screening of one of his films. After 

declaring that he is done with filmmaking, Jinju is shown walking down the street toward 

the camera, with Pomp and Circumstance No. 1 blaring triumphantly behind him as the 

inverted credit sequence for the next segment “King of Kisses” comes on screen.

Notably, after these credits the very first shot of “King of Kisses” is a two-shot of Lee 

Sun-kyun, playing another character named Jinju, sitting with Moon Sung-keun (also 

reprising his role as professor Song from “A Day for Incantation”). Pomp and 

Circumstance No. 1 continues to play as the two watch the credit sequence of a film Jinju 

made for a class competition on a desktop computer. In this moment the spectator’s 

attention is not only drawn to the artifice of the film, they are also led to reflexively 

question the relation between the first and second episode. Was “A Day for Incantation” 

a film made by this alternate, student version of Jinju? Is this a flashback to an earlier 

period of the same Jinju’s life? Are these two men, played by the same actors as their 

previous incarnations, intended to be the same characters we saw in the last episode? As 

the film continues and each episode’s parallels add on to one another, it becomes more 

obvious that there are no clear yes or no answers, and these questions are mostly
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irrelevant to film’s goals. This playful form draws attention to the filmic nature of each 

individual episode while also pointing toward the artifice of Oki’s Movie as the master 

text loosely holding them together. The viewer is less immersed (arguably, denied 

immersion) in the storyline from within and is instead propelled to view the film from a 

position outside the text.

Marc Raymond offers a particularly interesting interpretation of the film’s 

episodes, arguing that each reflect not only separate point of views, but could even be 

short films that are “authored” by their respective protagonists. For Raymond then, “King 

of Kisses,” shows the “perspective/sensibility of the young male film student Jinju.” 

Accordingly, “’After the Snowstorm’ is told from the point o f view of older professor 

Song,” while “Oki’s Movie” is “most explicitly” from the perspective of the female film 

student, Oki (Jung Yu-mi). According to Raymond. Oki’s Movie can be considered “both 

an episode film as well as a pseudo-omnibus” if we follow the logic that each segment is 

a film-within-the-film/ Most provocatively, Raymond suggests that the first episode “A 

Day for Incantation” is in fact from the perspective of Hong himself, as it is the most 

different from the other three and is not clearly linked to any single character’s point of 

view. Raymond interprets the ending of “A Day for Incantation” as this Hong surrogate 

symbolically handing the reins of the film to other subjective points of view, which then 

come in the form of the three short films that follow. By extension then, Oki’s Movie (at 

least for Raymond) represents an attempt by Hong to move away from these 

autobiographically tinged stories toward a focus on perspectives that are outside of his
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own insular world.50 This conclusion is not only supported by the shifting perspectives in 

Oki s Movie, but is also seemingly reflected in the way that Hong’s films from the past 

decade have overwhelming featured female protagonists.

While this may be an example of Hong experimenting with showing perspectives 

(or “subjectivities”) that are different from his own, it would be ill-advised to completely 

remove the author from the interpretation of these characters. The use of these shifting 

“points of view” does not mean that the characters cease functioning as surrogates for the 

director, merely that they allow for the director to project himself through a different 

method. In contrast to the surrogate characters from his past films, we may take Oki’s 

Movie as an instance of Hong refracting pieces of himself into three separate partial 

surrogates: a budding young film student with a drinking problem, an older male film 

professor who has extramarital affairs with his students, and a young female filmmaker 

who uses the medium of film to reflect on her own lived experience.

A closer look at the way the film presents these multiple subjective “points of 

view” will take place at a later point in my own analysis. At this stage, it is important to 

acknowledge that my usage of “point of view” follows in Britta Sjogren’s footsteps, 

whom herself is inspired by Nick Browne’s understanding of the concept. For Browne, 

“point of view” describes the spectator’s abstract understanding of the perspective 

depicted by a film, rather the placement of the camera or the exact eyeline of an on

screen character. Identifying a film s “point of view” is then considered a complex
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process that requires the spectator to take into account the totality of the film’s visual and 

audio arrangements.51 Sjogren further elaborates on the importance that “point of view” 

plays in the spectator’s “apprehension of characters as consciousnesses and the degree to 

which they express, represent, and elicit recognition of perception and subjectivity.”52 In 

a similar vein, my analysis uses “point of view” as synonymous with the “subjectivity” 

depicted by, and spoken through the multiple segments of Oki’s Movie. The importance 

of this understanding of point of view for Sjogren (and by extension, my own analysis) is 

that it allows for reading individual films as expressing multiple points of view 

simultaneously. Sjogren’s theories are particularly concerned with the role that voice

overs (what she refers to as ‘voice-offs’’53) play in establishing the “point of view” of a 

film. Likewise, in my examination of Oki’s Movie, the interplay of voice-overs between 

the differently gendered protagonists will be shown to be of great consequence when 

evaluating the film’s attitude toward sexual difference.

Voice-Over and Point of View

The final sequence of Oki’s Movie (also titled “Oki’s Movie”), as has been stated, 

is the first instance of the director taking on a female perspective in a feature film. This 

fact makes the way that Hong differen tiates this segment from the rest of the film of

51 Nick Browne, “The Spectator-in-the-Text: The Rhetoric of StagecoachFilm  
Quarterly 29, no. 2 (Winter 1975-76): 26-38.
52 Britta Sjogren, Into the Vortex: Female Voice and Paradox in Film (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2006), 84.
53 Sjogren opts for the general term of “voice-off’ throughout her text to refer to all 
instances of non-synchronized voice in these films. This is an important for Sjogren, as 
“o ff’ “connotes otherness,” a distinction that allows for the communication of meanings 
that run parallel to, or even directly oppose the images on-screen. See Sjogren, 6.
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special interest. While the previous three sections may be stories told from different 

characters’ perspec ves, (aside from the repeated credits and inverted intertitles) nothing 

■n them makes direct reference to the possibility that they are films-within-the-films. By 

contrast, “Oki’s Movie” calls immediate attention to its position as a filmic object. After 

the intertitle sequence plays with its musical accompaniment (which is also a different, 

slower and more contemplative section from Pomp and Circumstance No. 1 than is used 

over the film’s previous intertitles) the audience is greeted with an overhead shot of a 

snowy mountain trail with a few passing pedestrians. For the first time, a female voice 

over comes in, wmch the film maKes clear, is the voice of Oki herseif- the author of the 

section of the film we are about to see. Oki’s voice-over directly lays out the intentions 

behind her film; she wanted to compare her experiences with two men that she went on 

nearly identical dates with two years apart. In order to process the “guilt and 

exhilaration” she felt for walking the same path with two different men, she turned to the 

replicating power of the cinematic image. The film then plays in sequence scenes from 

each date, the first with an older married professor played again by Moon Sung-keun 

(credited in this sequence only as “Old Man”) and the second with a younger man played 

by Lee Sun-kyun (credited in this sequence only as “Young Man”). Oki’s narration 

anchors the story as she describes the differences and similarities between both the 

consequential and mundane details of each individual interaction; which sights they 

stopped to admire, how long each man spent in the restroom, and the how they spoke of 

the futures (or lack thereof) of their relationships.
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Perhaps the most overt stylistic difference between “Oki’s Movie” and the 

previous three episodes is in its use of voice-over. Whereas the three previous male 

driven sections of the film use voice-over only intermittently, Oki’s voice-over here acts 

consistently as narration. Voice-over then is the clearest example of formal sexual 

differentiation between each segment of Oki’s Movie. Sjogren and her theoretical 

forebearers suggest that voices in film have a unique potential to “[represent] the [male 

and female] character’s ability to speak, and to express [their] subjectivity.” As such, 

unpacking the differences between these uses of voice-over is vital to understand how the 

film presents the subjectivity of its male and female characters. Thankfully, much 

theoretical work has been done on the function of the cinematic voice, its ability to 

express (and repress) subjectivity, and its use in relation to the sex and gender of its 

characters.

The ideological implications behind a voice’s cinematic “embodiment” has been 

at the core of many debates about gender representation in film. A voice’s “embodiment” 

in this context refers to any linkage of a voice to a diegetic body within the text. 

According to Michel Chion, the display of the visible, on-screen mouth emitting sounds 

is the “end point” of a voice’s embodiment.54 Synchronization then, the linking of sound 

to an immediately visible source, is the most direct way a voice can be embodied. By 

contrast, certain types of voice-over (a vocal track that plays over a film’s visuals) can be 

thought of as “embodied” or “disembodied” depending on the degree to which the text
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links it to a source in the fiction. The completely disembodied voice-over is rare in fiction 

films, but is the norm in the classical documentary. In these documentaries, an 

anonymous (usually male) narrator speaks from an omniscient position, removed from 

the events it describes, acting as a “Voice of God.” There is a general consensus that a 

voice’s disembodiment inherently grants it a certain level of power and authority. As 

Chion explains;

As long as the face and mouth have not been completely revealed, and as long as 

the spectator’s eye has not "verified" the co-incidence of the voice with the 

mouth. ... the [vocal embodiment] is incomplete, and the voice retains an aura of 

invulnerability and of magic power.55

This disembodiment could also be thought of as aligning the voice with the “cinematic 

apparatus,’ that is, the actual mechanism that produces the film. If we consider the world 

we live in as outside or “exterior” to a film’s diegesis, the disembodied voice-over is then 

an entity that shares the same space as the filmmaker (and to some extent, the spectator).

It is in discussions of the embodied voice-over where things become more 

contentious, especially concerning the way these voices work relative to a character’s 

gender. Unlike the disembodied voice-over, a voice-over can be considered “embodied”
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when it is not directly synchronized but is still understood as coming from or belonging 

to a character in the fiction. In The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis 

and Cinema, Kaja Silverman analyzes films from classic Hollywood to show the 

significance of the differences Detween the embodiment or disembodiment of male and 

female voices. She claims that while both male and female voice-over are typically tied 

to some source within the text (“embodied”), that the former is occasionally allowed to 

take on “disembodied and extradiegetic forms” and speak from an “anonymous and 

transcendental vantage point, ‘over' the narrative.”56 Female voice-over, by contrast, is 

almost always embodied, placed “within a hyperbolically diegetic context.” This may not 

just be through assignment of a voice to a visual, on-screen body, but also by confining it 

“to claustral spaces, and to inner narratives” such as an inner monologue, written letter, 

or even films-within-films.57

According to Silverman, the “embodied” voice-over, for both sexes is linked in a 

reductive way to subjective (“psychological”) and narrative (“diegetic”) “interiority.”58 

The embodied voice-over arises “from the center of the story,” Silverman writes, “rather 

than from some radically other time and place.”59 When an “embodied or diegetically 

anchored,’' male voice-over acts as a narrator it is usually :n extreme circumstances
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57 Ibid., 45.
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where the speaker’s life or social standing is compromised.60 These voices speak 

“autobiographically” either posthumously (such as the voice-over of Joe Gillis in Sunset 

Blvd.) or through a type of confession. While dead or awaiting arrest, they recount the 

events that led to their current state; their flashbacks and memories, the “interiority” of 

their minds then becomes a distinct level of the film’s diegesis. Unlike its disembodied 

counterpart, the embodied male voice-over is linked to “discursive impotence and lack of 

control,” showing that this vocal role is “culturally unacceptable for the ‘normal’ male 

subject.”61

With this in mind, it is worth comparing the way that male and female voice-over 

is embodied across the four episodes of Oki’s Movie. As has been stated, the female 

voice-over of Oki that drives the film s final episode is quite different from the instances 

of embodied male voice-over in the rest of the film. At the start of “A Day for 

Incantation” after Jinju’s wife mistakenly calls him by the name “Youngsu,” his voice

over begins, revealing an internal monologue of neurosis and paranoia; he ruminates on 

the recent changes in his wife’s behavior and obsesses over who this “Youngsu” could 

be. His voice-over continues at random intervals, acting as descriptions of missing 

transitions from one scene to the next or to show the presumptuous attitude he has toward 

the women in his life. In one early scene in the short, this Jinju berates a female student 

for resisting changes he suggests to one of her scripts.62 After the verbal abuse, the scene

60 Ibid., 52.
61 Ibid., 54.
62 This scene also has one of the film s only other instances of a female voice-over - an 
important detail that will be addressed along with the discussion of Oki’s voice-over in 
the film’s final episode.

42



cuts to Jinju walking down a hallway, chuckling to himself as his voice-over tells the 

audience that he “felt bad” for this interaction and invited the student out for a drink to 

“cheer her up.”

The male voice-overs in the following two short films act in a similar way. “King 

of Kisses” and “After the Snowstorm,” both use voice-over intermittently and almost 

exclusively as the private reflections of the male protagonists. Silverman offers an 

interpretation of these types of internal monologues which also connects them negatively 

to “interiority.” Borrowing a term from the theorist Mary Ann Doane, Silverman claims 

that these voice-overs “turn the body ‘inside out’ . . .  like a searchlight suddenly turned 

upon a character’s thoughts: it makes audible what is ostensibly inaudible, transforming 

the private into public.” She continues;

On these occasions ... the voice-over is stripped of temporal protection and thrust 

into diegetic immediacy. Thus deprived of enunciatory pretense, it is no longer in 

a position to masquerade as the point of textual origin. Moreover, since this voice

over derives from an interior rather than an exterior register (in other words, since 

it represents thought rather than speech) the listener’s access to it is unlicensed by 

the character from whom it derives, and so clearly constitutes a form of auditory 

mastery.63

In other words, the internal monolog acts almost voyeuristically, exposing the 

“interiority” of a character, removing both their diegetic and extradiegetic agency. By
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letting the audience hear these thoughts not through a direct address from the character 

but instead by letting them into their mind without their consent, the viewer is placed in 

their own omniscient vantage point. Moreover, it implies that the character’s perspective 

does not have as much direct control over the structure of the storyline (thus lacking 

“discursive agency,” in Silverman’s terms) as a typical narrator would. If we apply 

Silverman’s logic, Oki’s Movie works to disempower every single one of its male voices 

simply by giving the spectator access to these privileged thoughts. This exposure reveals 

their “discursive lack,” confines their voices to their bodies and isolates them from the 

place of “textual production” (what has been previously referred to as the cinematic 

apparatus). As every one of these male characters is a filmmaker in their own right, the 

decision to disassociate them from this authorial role is especially significant. The role of 

filmmaker, the “producer of meaning” and the “discursive agent,” as we shall see, seems 

instead to be assigned only to the female voice-over of the film’s final episode.

Before moving on to the female voices of Oki’s Movie, an important caveat in 

Silverman s theories needs to be addressed. Silverman argues that classic films she 

analyzes use a number of strategies that help give the embodied male voice-over a level 

of power, superiority, and authority that is usually only reserved for the disembodied 

voice-over. Here Silverman s distinction between embodied and disembodied voice-over 

intersects with the differentiation between the “inside” and “outside” of the narrative in a 

crucial way; through the concept of the “metafictional voice.”

The metafictional voice-over works in a very complex manner in the male 

authored films that Silverman discusses. She suggests that the “discursive lack” of the
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embodied male voice-over can be subverted precisely through the creation of different 

levels of a film’s diegesis (for example, through flashbacks, films-within-films or the 

other metafictions described above). These metafictions give the same attributes usually 

unique to the disembodied voice-over to the synchronized male voice;

...classic cinema... [re-inscribes] the opposition between the diegetic and the 

extradiegetic within the fiction itself. As a result of these mechanisms, interiority 

and exteriority are redefined as areas within the narrative rather than as indicators 

of the great divide separating the diegesis from the enunciation. "Inside" comes to 

designate a recessed space within the story, while "outside" refers to those 

elements of the story which seem in one way or another to frame that recessed 

space. Woman is confined to the former, and man to the latter.64

Flashbacks and film-films-within-films can act as “inner” parts of the narrative, while the 

frame storyline is the “outer” space occupied by these male narrators. These embodied 

male voice-overs, in-spite of their compromised, “castrated” states are then still 

associated with the cinematic apparatus and the authorship of the story being told; “the 

point of discursive origin.”65

Silverman finds that the fate of the embodied female voice-over is quite different. 

Throughout Silverman s discussions, the embodied female voice is described as 

“contained,” “constrained,” and imprisoned by the male authored text. These

45

64 Ibid., 54.
65 Ibid., 51.



metanarratives especially establish female “interiority” (their mental processes) as 

nothing more than an extension of their body or the inside of a narrative. They “fold,” the 

female voice “into what is overtly indicated as an inner textual space ... Through it the 

female voice is doubly diegeticized, overheard not only by the cinema audience, but by a 

fictional eavesdropper or group of eavesdroppers. Male subjectivity is then defined in 

relation to that seemingly transcendental auditory position, and so aligned with the 

apparatus.”66 Even in films like Letter from an Unknown Woman (1948), where a female 

voice-over is the main structuring element, Silverman finds it as another example of 

female confinement that helps to conceal a deficiency in masculine agency. In Max 

Ophuls’ film, a man (Stefan, played by Louis Jourdan) reads a letter addressed to him 

from a deceased woman. As he reads the letter, a female voice narrates the past it 

describes with the accompaniment of visual flashbacks. Silverman sees this female voice

over not as expressing its own narrative (“discursive”) agency or subjectivity but is 

instead trapped inside an “inner” part of the text, only allowed expression by the male 

protagonist’s action. Her voice is “[closed] up in the sealed envelope...it is given a 

hearing only through his act of reading, permitted to expand only within the receptacle of 

his imagination.”67 For Silverman, this consistent embodiment of the female voice 

removes the possibility that the voice-over could be an expression of feminine 

subjectivity (at least, one which transcends their body).

46

66 Ibid., 56-7.
67 Ibid., 58.



We can certainly see some examples from Oki’s Movie where female voices 

illustrate Silverman’s conclusions. Aside from Oki’s guiding narration, there are two 

other instances of female voice over in the film. Both of these voices can be seen as 

confined, only given speech through a male character’s act of reading their written words. 

In “A Day for Incantation” in the previously mentioned scene where Jinju yells at one of 

his female students, the use of a female voice-over is quite reminiscent of the voice-over 

from Letter from an Unknown Woman. The scene opens with a close up of a film scr )t in 

Jinju’s hands, a female voice then speaks the written text as a voice-over. As the next 

shot shows the young woman’s face, her lips sealed, the voice is not directly 

synchronized but is still connected to a diegetic source; the body of the female student. 

However, just as the voice-over in in Letter from an Unknown Woman is only given 

expression as Stefan’s “imagination” (according to Silverman, at least) this student’s 

voice too only speaks as Jinju reads her script. Both male and female embodied voice

over in this section of the film then lack their own subjeci ve (and “discursive”) agency, 

with the female voice shown to be even more compromised through this single scene.68 

Likewise, it would be hard to argue that Oki’s voice-over in the final segment is not 

“embodied.’' After seeing the title card “Oki’s Movie,” followed by the vocal 

performance delivered by the same actor who played Oki in the previous two episodes, 

even the most passive viewer is likely to connect the voice-over to the on-screen body of

68 The one other use of female voice-over in the film is also an example of a voice being 
given expression only through the imagination of a male character. In “After the 
Snowstorm,” when Oki texts professor Song the message is displayed for the viewer on 
the professor’s cell phone. As the professor looks at text message, Oki’s voice then reads 
the words aloud to the audience.
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Jung Yu-mi. However, the dogmatic application of Silverman’s conclusions in this way 

vastly oversimplifies the matter. Separating the function of male and female voices into 

rigid sets of rules is its own type of essentialism that again echoes the logic of the 

“timeless riddle;” the logic which perpetuates the unequal division between the sexes. As 

an expression (or in this case, repression) of female subjectivity, the female voice-overs 

in “A Day for Incantation” and “After the Snowstorm” cannot be equated with the female 

voice-over in “Oki’s movie.”

Unlike the embodied male voice-overs that act as internal monologs, Oki’s voice 

expresses ownership over the segment and is immediately established as its author. Her 

words, “I’ve compiled two experiences at Mt. Acha,” are spoken over the initial overhead 

view of a snow-covered mountain trail before she offers her exact intentions behind the 

creation of the movie. Oki’s voice-over gives the audience a window into her inner 

thoughts, but only through her willful (and consensual) artistic expression. In the films 

Silverman discusses, the female voice is “doubly diegeticized” by the trope of the film- 

within-the-film because it often aligns the spectator’s gaze with a diegetic audience. For 

“Oki’s Movie” however, there is no implication of another fictional viewer; Oki’s 

address appears only to be toward an audience member exterior to the fiction, one who 

has seen the previous segments and thus absorbs this short as a piece of the feature Oki’s 

Movie. In this sense, Oki seems to take on the characteristics of the metafictional male 

voices that Silverman describes- placed in a patriarchal position above the other voices 

who are themselves “confined” to the inner recesses of their respective short films. She is
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partially elevated “outside” of the film, occupying the same space as the cinematic 

apparatus, and by extension Hong Sang-soo himself.

And yet, this gesture does not merely amount to a gendered role reversal, where a 

female voice-over now assumes dogmatic, matriarchal control over the films “point of 

view.’ When we look at the entirety of Oki’s Movie, its voice-overs along with the 

complexity of its parallel and layered metafictions, it reveals an even more complicated 

interplay between the male and female subjects. To fully elaborate this point, it is 

important to briefly address other theories which speak to the effect of narration and 

voice-over more generally. This discussion will also return us to the question of the 

film’s “point of view,” to show that Hong’s film depicts a landscape of gender politics 

that cannot be fully accounted for by Silverman’s framework.

In words that align with Silverman s conclusions, other theorists have described 

the role that narration plays in establishing the character that the voice-over belongs to as 

the primary perspective or subjectivity of the film. Eric Smoodin has written that the 

voice-over narrator (even if they are not necessarily coded as an “author”) appears to a 

spectator to be the “organizing force” responsible for the film s visual and auditory 

organization. This impression is so strong in fact, that even after the narration has stopped 

“the spectator still feels the narrator’s presence and senses the narrator’s control over the 

story.” 69 Sjogren’s previously mentioned theories of the cinematic voice also center on 

the belief that a character’s “possession” of a “voice-off’ grants them “with a privileged

69 Eric Smoodin, “Voice-over: A Study of the Narration within the Narrative,” (PhD 
diss., University of California - Los Angeles, 1984), vi-vii.
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point of view.” She continues that when one character has the only “voice-off’ in a film 

that “her or his point of view is thus underscored, made emphatic and of central 

interest.” 0 In the case of films that have multiple voice-overs/offs, Sjogren suggests that 

when the “orienting perspective” of one voice-over “gives way mid-film to another,” that 

the “originary point of view inflects our reading of the voice-off and perspective that 

come to ‘replace’ it.”71 This implies that the spectator’s understanding of the film’s 

central subjectivity is influenced by which character’s voice-over is heard at certain parts 

of the film, with the initial voice-over typically taking on the “privileged point of view.”

In light of these ideas, it is worth returning once again to the interplay of male and 

female perspectives and voice-overs in Oki s Movie. The very first instance of voice-over 

in the film belongs to the male Jinju in “A Day for Incantation,” and serves to align the 

film with his subjective point of view. I have already described the way this voice-over 

gives the audience unsolicited access into Jinju’s mind through an internal monolog, but 

it also serves as an (albeit limited) “organizing force” behind some of the film’s 

transitions. Yet, as soon as this segment gives way to the following episode, the 

spectator’s understanding of Oki’s Movie's “originary point of view” becomes confused. 

(The fact that the Jinju’s actor plays an alternate version of this same character in tne next 

segment also adds to this confusion). As Raymond has previously suggested, each 

episode seems to cede its subjective perspective to the male protagonist of the episode 

that follows, with each shift clearly designated by the film’s use of intertitles. And again,
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the other male protagonists are also shown to have a similar kind of voice-over as the 

initial Jinju; all embodied, acting both as internal monologs and as limited narrators of 

their respective episodes.

With the introduction of the first female narrator the question of the gender of the 

film’s point of view is made overt. Again, unlike the previous male characters, Oki’s 

narration asserts her role both as an author and the short’s structuring agent, guiding the 

spectator’s attention along with the film’s visuals. Her voice is then the only one in the 

film that expresses anything close to the powerful impressions of Smoodin’s “organizing 

force,” Sjogren’s “orienting perspective” or Silverman’s “metafictional voice.” The 

film’s withholding of this narration to this final episode subverts a spectator’s expectation 

of when this type of narration should appear (if this voice indeed represents the central 

subjectiv y of Oki’s Movie). The effect of traditional narration is further undercut by the 

viewer’s exposure to two voice-less versions of Oki in the film’s prior episodes. For the 

viewer of Oki’s Movie, no “original” version of Oki exists, her previous incarnations in 

“King of Kisses” and “After the Snowstorm” cannot be assumed to be any more 

definitive or “real” than the Oki who directs the film’s conclusion.

Furthermore, Oki’s own voice undermines her authority as the film’s author 

through her self-aware reflections on her own creation. Oki s voice-over ends the film 

with a brief meditation on the limitations of her experiment- limitations inherent in the 

very mimetic abilities of images:
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Things repeat themselves with differences I can’t understand. I wanted to see the 

two side by side. I chose these actors for their resemblance to the actual people. 

But the limits of the resemblance may reduce the effect of the two put together.

This lament could be seen as falling in line with the failures of past Hong surrogates, all 

writers, film directors, painters, and intellectuals who turn to artistic creation in a quest 

for meaning, but ultimately end up being contained (as Hee-seung Irene Lee phrases it) 

“in a rabbit hole forever” by their films' repetitive and parallel structures.72 Instead, I see 

Oki s coda as an admission that no author or narrator has complete control as a 

storyteller. These words then also speak to a fundamental truth of the film experience. 

Namely, film’s ability to present a mediation of an experience that is similar to, yet 

different from that of the spectator. Just as the spectator always understands this 

difference to some degree, a filmmaker must acknowledge that their own art can escape 

their intentions. Despite her best efforts to verbally recount and visually reproduce each 

date with actors who resemble their real-life counterparts, Oki cannot escape the 

knowledge that what she has made is an imperfect replica. By admitting to the limitations 

of all cinematic expression, Oki’s voice-over places viewer, director (fictional and lived) 

and film all on equal footing. By presenting the film’s title character in this way, the 

viewer is discouraged from trying to uncover a single point of view or subjectivity in the 

film. Instead, they are led to view the various similarities and differences between each
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episode to recognize not one, or even four, but multiple subjectivities all in dialogue with 

each other.

It has been suggested that in films like Oki’s Movie, where there are multiple 

disproportionate male and female voices that voice-over itself is taken as “unreliable,” 

making the film’s point of view “potentially contradictory, polyvalent, in conflict.”73 

Sjogren however argues that shifts between characters possessing a “voice-off’ in a film 

does not need to be interpreted as a “war” where one voice necessarily fights for an 

objective or dominating “point of view.” Instead she argues that the “inconsistent voice- 

o ff’ allows for the spectator to understand a “perspective that may include the 

perspective of another— a heterogeneous point of view,” one which “enables the 

spectator to negotiate difference (rather than to repress it).”74 In other words, shifts 

between the possession of voice-offs in individual films can allow a viewer to identify 

with multiple subjectivities simultaneously, themselves recognizing a multiplicity of 

perspectives within the film without necessarily granting dominance to one in particular.

Sjogren argues that the “heterogenous perspective” offered by the film with 

multiple voice-overs/offs then can establish “point of view” as a “kind of ‘middle 

voice.’”75 The “middle voice” was originally a literary concept that has been used to 

describe a voice that works paradoxically to communicate not one, but multiple 

subjectivities simultaneously. The significance of the middle voice here comes from the

53

73 Sjogren, 81.
74 Ibid., 82.
75 Ibid., 83.



potential it has to allow a subject access to “a specific consciousness of difference 

within/of the self,” and “leads to the possibility of envisioning simultaneous (and 

multiple) subjectivities.”76 The middle voice is a complex concept that has even deeper 

implications about an individual s consciousness and sense of self- implications I cannot 

adequately address in the current pages. For now, Sjogren’s invocation of the concept is 

relevant in the way that she uses it describe the “voice-offs” potential to expose the 

presence of multiple and even hidden subjectivities in individual films.

Much like Sjogren’s reading of films from classic Hollywood, Oki's Movie 

discourages the interpretation of the film as a battleground of four different subjectivities, 

three male and one female. Instead it should be thought of as an interchange between 

male and female subjects that gives rise to a “middle point of view.” Professor Song’s 

eraser of his reductive and essentializing lesson plan about the apparent “timeless riddle” 

that is a woman’s heart can then be understood as a powerful ideological gesture. The 

viewer, through this interchange of perspectives, is compelled to appreciate how the 

structure of the film articulates its own ‘middle voice.” The importance of understanding 

Oki s Movie as possessing this type of “middle voice” is that it foregrounds the film's 

ability to voice a subjectivity that is multiplicitous. Meaning, that the film expresses more 

than just Hong’s own subjectivity in four different modes.77 This view allows us to see

76 Ibid., 26.
77 It should be noted that “simultaneity” is of vital importance to the expression of 
multiple subjectivities in Sjogren’s “middle voice.’ While this may at first seem to 
exclude an episodic film (due to its divided structure) like Oki’s Movie from expressing 
this type of voice, I believe that the parallelism between each segment again allows for its 
four subjectivities to be expressed and experienced by the audience at once. The diegetic 
blurring descried previously (the presence of characters played the by same actors
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how this (or any) author can express a subjectivity that differs so radically from their 

own. The “middle voice” also finally returns us to the “nomadic philosophy” espoused by 

Rosi Braidotti. The reader may recall that Braidotti empowers both men and women to 

join together in a project of “radicalizing heterosexuality” through new “figurations” of 

the subject. The way that Braidotti describes these figurations (and the potential they 

have to reinvent the very image of subjectivity) overlaps significantly with the 

understanding of Oki s Movie I have put forward;

A figuration renders our image in terms of a decentred and multi-layered vision of 

the subject as a dynamic and changing entity. The definition of a person's identity 

takes place in between nature- technology, male- female, black- white, in the 

spaces that flow and connect in between. ... A figuration is a living map, a 

transformative account of the self -  it is no metaphor.78

To review, these “figurations” describe an individual's mental framework of the self, a 

framework which can, and should, be expressed through artistic creations. These 

figurations “function like conceptual personae... on the critical level, [they are] materially 

embedded, embodying accounts of one’s power-relations. On the creative level they 

express the rate of change, transformation or affirmative deconstruction of the power one 

inhabits. ’79 Braidotti proposes that these figurations must account for one’s “politics of
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location;” “Figurations attempt to draw a cartography of the power-relations that define 

these respective positions” and must express a variety of “different socio-economic and 

symbolic locations.”80 “Locations” essentially describes the biological and socio

economic background that informs both an individual’s interpersonal and social standing. 

By making a film that divides and intermingles the point of view of four surrogate 

characters, Hong has created precisely this type of figuration- one in which a director in a 

position of privilege may “deconstruct” their own “power-relations.” As the four 

protagonists of Oki’s Movie can be seen as surrogates for the director, it makes both their 

on-screen ana symbolic interactions (the complex interplay of their voice-overs) 

especially significant. Each character engages with, (and by extension exposes) the webs 

of power both in Hong’s personal life and Korean Society at large. Whether it be the 

questionable and uneven relationships between teachers and their students, directors and 

their actors, or students with their peers, Oki’s Movie shows a preoccupation with the 

power dynamics between the sexes. It is a “living map” of the power-relations of those in 

both minority and majority positions.

Furthermore, Braidotti’s project seeks to “[re-think] subjectivity as an intensive, 

multiple and discontinuous process of interrelations.”81 These new figurations imagine 

the subject as “non-unitary” and “non-linear.” Subjects are “non-unitary” in that they are 

always influenced by a variety of different “locations” and interpersonal connections. 

“Non-linear” in this context can be understood to mean that a subject should to be
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thought of as more than just the outcome of a linear progression of events in one’s 

personal history. Instead, subjectivity is an ongoing process of being in the world- a 

process that is constantly being effected and affected by webs of interpersonal and 

systemic power.

This is precisely the way of thinking that I have argued Oki’s Movie encourages; 

it compels the viewer to engage with multiple, contradictory subjectivities in a series of 

episodes which lack clear chronology. Just as there is no “true” or “final” version of Oki 

or Jinju that we can find in the film, there is no final or complete version of Hong or the 

viewer. All are joined together in a continuous process of change and transformation 

through their interactions with the world around them. The importance of recognizing 

the self as a “complex, heterogeneous, non-unitary entity” is that it can also change the 

way we act toward and think about our social “others.” As Braidotti states;

. . .accordingly the Other s not a simulacrum, a specular reflection caught in the 

centuries-old ‘metaphysical cannibalism’ of the subject. The Other is a matrix of 

becoming in his or her own right and it generates a new kind of entity on which 

the same actually depends for their own self-definition. What matters is what 

occurs in the in-between spaces, the intervals, the transitions between their 

respective differences. This is ... the unfolding of positive difference.”82

In the case of Oki s Movie, this means thinking about the relationships between men and 

women as more than exchanges between different potions of power. Instead the film’s
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contradictions call for an awareness of all the dynamics of history, gender and sexuality 

at play in each character’s personal narrative. Braidotti’s usage of “heterogeneous,” “non- 

unitary” and “positive difference” should also remind the reader of the unconventional 

point of view created by the “middle voice.” Sjogren has argued that the “heterogeneous 

consciousness” signaled by the “voice-off’ may also “[offer] a way of figuring the 

feminine in terms that do not reflect the flip side of the masculine, nor a biological 

essence, but a means of communicating or of relating through difference, sustained.,83 If 

such a film can expose “difference” (sexual or otherwise) in a positive and productive 

way through the expression of multiple subjectivities, it too can open viewers up to new 

ways of thinking about the relationship between men and women in a more nuanced way 

than past models of sexual difference. To move beyond “phallocentric logic” means 

thinking in different terms than Song’s riddle and Freud’s Oedipal phase, where the 

formation of subjectivity comes out of a contrast to one’s differently sexed “other.” By 

separating himself into four parallel (and gendered) episodes, Hong, Like Braidotti, is not 

suggesting we forget sexual difference entirely, but instead reveals the web of 

interconnections at the core of all subjects.

In this way we can see Oki’s Movie as a step toward the “radicalization of 

heterosexuality” at the core of Braidotti s project. She calls for both men and women to 

join together to “[turn] the heterosexual encounter into a suspension of dialectical games 

of domination...” and instead envision heterosexuality as;
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a multi-layered space of encounter, admiration and love of the multiple 

differences embodied in the other.... heterosexuality cannot be reduced only to 

the desire for a penis or the pursuit of social respectability and normality. ... This 

need not be a static or hegemonic model, but rather the process of encounter

between nomadic sexed positions a radical project to envisage the

recomposition of another type of heterosexuality, which would respect the 

incommensurable difference of a virtual ‘two’ which needs to be explored and 

shaped in a dialogue with sexual ‘sames' and sexual ‘others’.84

Indeed, this film more than any other in Hong’s oeuvre creates this exact kind of sexual 

dialog, it is itself a master text that is multi-subjective and multi-gendered. Through 

parallel episodes and voice-over, Oki’s Movie demonstrates one way that a male author 

may “speak” as a female without falling into phallocentric trappings; by speaking both as 

a male and a female within a single episodic text. This reading of Oki’s Movie moves us 

away from the insular “essayistic” interpretation offered by Raymond to see the larger 

social implications of Hong’s experiment.

Here I have proposed a positive interpretation of just one author’s attempt to 

express the subjective experience of a member of their social minority. In this case, it is a 

middle-aged man writing as a young woman in his own culture. Oki’s Movie suggests 

that in an episodic text (where an author makes his own autobiographical presence clear) 

that contradictory perspectives and diegeses may open the audience up to recognize
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multiple subjective experiences. What is vital is that the film does not attempt to account 

for all the dynamics of this minority experience by falsely asserting that these recreations 

are themselves complete or definitive. In other words, through Oki’s Movie Hong is able 

to present a feminine experience without dishonestly asserting that Oki herself is 

perfectly analogous to the experience of a young female filmmaker.

As this interpretation relies on the contrast of the final female focused episode 

with the film’s three other male perspec ves, the use of a female surrogate here could 

certainly be viewed far more pessimistically; a tool in a vain creative exercise. However,

I believe that focusing instead on the potential of the film’s simultaneous deconstruction 

of diegetic and gender hierarchies is far more valuable. Seeing where this particular film 

succeeds helps expose new avenues of creative resistance to centuries of disproportionate 

gender politics for men and women alike. It is my hope that bv combining theories of 

parallelism, voice-over and point of view that I have offered a framework that can be 

applied to other films where a male author attempts to speak through a female surrogate. 

While Hong’s films following Oki’s Movie that only have a single female protagonist are 

an obvious blind spot in the current analysis, the ideas here could be used to evaluate any 

other film where an auteur writes as one who is traditionally viewed as their social 

“other.”
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