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124) o], ko A, 248,

125) 919 A, 2484,
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Abstract

A Study on the Representation of
Deaths in 1950s’ Korean Films

Son Hyekyung
Department of Korean Language and Literature

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study explores the representation of deaths in 1950s’ Korean
films in order to suggest a novel way to Interpret the aesthetic
characteristics and awareness of reality in those films in a way that
discriminates them from 1960s’ films. Despite a poor condition after the
Korean War(1950~1953), Korean films emerged as a major element of
popular culture with their qualitative improvement and the generation of
new genres. Irrespective of genre, various types of deaths can be
found in the films of this period. The deaths dealt with in this study
are problematic in view of the fact that they either violate the
conventions of each genre, or they are represented as cinematic
excess. By using death as a tool to investigate 1950s’ films, this study
aims to locate these films in the genealogy of prevalent deaths in
Korean cultural history, and also in the cultural topography of the
1950s.

Existing studies of 1950s’ films have either not paid particular
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attention to deaths in these films, or they have paid attention to parts
of them, but only in terms of subject matter. However, numerous
statements about the ambiguity of 1950s’ films originate from deaths in
these films. Therefore, examining deaths in 1950s’ films is an attempt
to grasp the core sense of these films. The process of creating a
heterosexual couple and a modern nuclear family based on that couple
through the deaths of powerless individuals reveals the desire for
reconstruction rampant in post-war soclety. Death might seem
subordinated in terms of its role in the plot, but the way in which
various deaths are represented generates ambiguity that exceeds, but
also confuses, the project of restoring a stable society.

The first means of representing death as cinematic excess in 1950s’
films i1s to exhibit the process of death and images of dead bodies
through direct visualization. When deaths and corpses are screened, the
body on the border creates a territory of intellectual uncertainty. For
example, the ‘aprés girls’ in 7he Hand of Destiny, Madame Freedom,
and The Flower in Hell meet their deaths and are eliminated from the
plot at the end of the film because of their fascinating — and thus,
menacing — sexuality. By moving further away from the views of
existing studies, which understand these women's deaths as punishment
for their excessive femininity, this study takes note of the fascination
arising from the way the deaths are represented. The images of
dressed-up characters dying in exotic places, with the camera’s gaze
upon them, turns the audience into witnesses who stare at their
fascinating deaths. This act of witnessing disturbs the audience and
suspends both restoration of the patriarchal family order and
establishment of an anticommunist nation. However, ambiguous female
characters like these start to disappear at the beginning of the 1960s.

Two different historical dramas, Yangsan Frovince and The Bell

Tower could be linked in regard to their portrayal of the sudden and
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damnatory deaths of helpless characters in an absurd world. The world
portrayed is dominated by the deaths depicted in these films, and it is
an indirect diagnosis of a catastrophic war and its aftermath. This
distinctive, uncanny awareness of reality is also a characteristic shared
by historical dramas from the 1950s.

The second means of representing death as cinematic excess in
1950s’ films includes using death to provide a compulsive ending. Here,
death exists as a bump in the narrative, which is not given reasonable
causality from other elements in each film. The narrative and emotion
of a film are actively constructed by a percipient — the audience;
therefore, non-causal representation of death allows the audience to
construe the meaning of death all the more actively. Peculiar
melodramas of this period, such as Three O'clock P.M. in a Rainy Day
and 7he Flower, use character death as a solution to a love triangle,
and the characters express their sense of guilt excessively in both the
process and the moment of their deaths. In the melodramatic world, the
undiagnosable, free-floating anxiety of post—-war society 1s entirely
projected onto the characters, who are women and orphans, and their
deaths suture the ruined society. The characters’ non-causal deaths,
and their signifier—free guilt, disclose the impossibility of an intact
regression to a stable society.

A Mother’s Love and The Hill with Zelkova Tree are worth noting
with regard to their showing a distinctive type of family ethics
particular to the late 1950s. These films portray the moment of birth of
a new nuclear family, which is completed by adopting an orphan into a
modern family system. The formation of a ‘cleansed’ family is realized
with the deaths of family members who stand for the past. These films
expose the strong desire for a novel post—-war family, but at the same
time, they show that cutting off the past can only be accomplished by

means of abrupt and tragic deaths. Therefore, the intense pathos
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generated from these deaths symptomizes the difficulty of constructing
a novel society.

In the face of ambivalent phases contained within catastrophe, 1950s’
films are occupied with representing new beginnings, rather than
endings; yet, each ending casts a shadow over the films through the
prevalence of character deaths. The project of establishing a new
society by removing ‘disturbing’ individuals discloses the mechanism of
‘othering’ that spread in post-war society, and it is reminiscent of
Kristeva's concept of ‘abjection’.

In the 1960s, the deaths of ‘others’ are not exhibited as dying bodies,
and the focus shifts from representing death itself to screening the
aftermath of deaths and signifying those instead. This shift can be
found in Aimless Bullet and The Barefooted Young, which elaborately
embody the post-death mourning process, and in so doing, the
destructive power of the moment of death vanishes. In these two films,
the characters’ deaths are omitted from the screen, and they are
described instead with romantic and transcendental images, or the
deaths are memorialized and mourned selectively. This transition could
be explained with the restoration of the conventional representation of
death (which was disturbed for a while after the war), the stabilization
of genres, and also overall changes in cultural discourse and industry
after the April 19 Revolution in 1960. In a period of post-war confusion
and new genres, 1950s’ films exhibit ‘the face of death’ on the screen
and create an area of ambiguity. This is the ambiguous way that 1950s’
films face the ‘other’. Therein lies the reason that, for these films,
death seems to work for the film plot, which moves toward the

conservative ideology, but could also exceed and subvert it.
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