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SPECTRES OF INSURRECTION IN 
%21*�-221�+2ȇ6�&,1(0$

Raphaël Jaudon

6SHFWUDOLW\

,W� LV� D� EDQDOLW\� WR� VD\� WKDW� %RQJ� -RRQ�KRȇV� FLQHPD� LV� D� SROLWLFDO�
cinema. His movies are full of characters diversely struggling against 
domination, capitalism, authority and the inner violence of the social 
order. Looking back at his whole career, from Barking Dogs Never Bite 
to Okja and Parasite (Bong, 2000; 2017; 2019), we cannot fail to notice 
the constancy of his critical work (Coppola, 2017, p. 109). Bong himself 
even happened to make it public in several occasions, supporting 
WKH� .RUHDQ� /DERU� 3DUW\�� VWDQGLQJ� WR� FRQGHPQ� WKH� GULIWV� RI� ȴQDQFLDO�
FDSLWDOLVP�� RU� ȴUPO\� RSSRVLQJ� .RUHDȇV� LQYROYHPHQW� LQ� WKH� ,UDT�:DU�
�-HRQJ��������S��������$IWHU�KLV�ODWHVW�ȴOP�Parasite�ZRQ�WKH�3DOPH�Gȇ2U�
and the Academy Award for Best Picture, Bong was even mocked by 
8�6��3UHVLGHQW�'RQDOG�7UXPS��ZKR�PDLQO\�DWWDFNHG�WKH�ȴOP�IRU�EHLQJ�
6RXWK�.RUHDQ��EXW�SUREDEO\�DOVR�IRU�GHSOR\LQJ�D�ȴHUFH�FRQGHPQDWLRQ�RI�
the upper- and middle-class contempt towards the poor.

+RZHYHU�� ,�ZRXOG� OLNH� WR� VKRZ� WKDW� %RQJȇV� FRPPLWPHQW� LV� QRW�
just about political themes, plots and public stance. Apart from these 
obvious signs, we can wander along another trail, consisting of faint 
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traces and half-erased footsteps, leading to a global picture of Korea 
DQG� WKH�ZRUOGȇV�PRVW� UHFHQW�KLVWRU\��)ROORZLQJ�XS� WKHVH� WUDFHV�� ,�ZLOO�
WU\�WR�UHYHDO�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�VSHFWUDO�LPDJHV�RI�LQVXUUHFWLRQ�LQ�%RQJȇV�
movies, i.e. images that bear the tormented memory of a political event 
in both content and form.

One interesting example can be found in Memories of Murder 
�%RQJ���������7KH�ȴOP�GHDOV�ZLWK�D�FULPLQDO�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�ZKLFK�EHJLQV�
in 1986, during the last period of the Korean dictatorship. Politics is 
never the main topic, but draws something like a parallel scenario: 
DW�VRPH�SRLQW�RI�WKH�VWRU\��RQH�RI�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV�EULHȵ\�ȴQGV�KLPVHOI�
confronted to a political parade, disrupted by the rain and then by 
SURWHVWHUV��$W� WKH� WLPH�� WKLV� VHHPV� WR�EH�RI�QR� IXUWKHU�FRQVHTXHQFH��
%XW�PXFK� ODWHU� LQ� WKH�ȴOP�� DV� D�QHZ� FULPH� LV� DERXW� WR�KDSSHQ�DQG�
the policemen call for backup, they are told that not a single patrol 
LV�DYDLODEOH��VLQFH�DOO�IRUFHV�DUH�UHTXLVLWLRQHG�WR�UHSUHVV�D�SURWHVW�LQ�
Suwon, not far from Seoul. Thus the social and political context shows 
XS�ELW� E\� ELW� DQG�EULHȵ\� LQWHUIHUHV�ZLWK� WKH�PDLQ�SORW�� LQYLWLQJ� WKH�
audience to think about the paradoxical status of the police, dedicated 
to protection as well as repression.

7KH�ȴOP�ZHOFRPHV�WKH�YLYLG�PHPRU\�RI�D�WLPH�RI�VWUXJJOH��DQG�
EULQJV�LW�EDFN�WR�LWV�SUHVHQW�YLHZHUV�ZKHQ�WKH\�OHDVW�H[SHFW��<HW�WKLV�LV�
not any revenant, but one that was facing the threat of oblivion: along 
with the success of the democratization movement in Korea came the 
ZLOO� RI� mQDWLRQDO� UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ}�� WKH�GHVLUH� WR�PRYH�RQ�DQG�SDUGRQ�
former political criminals. Memories of Murder is released in this 
context, and Bong somehow seems to feel that the past is not ready 
to be forgotten, because it remains emotionally relevant. This is how 
JKRVWV� DUH� ERUQ�� $V� *HRUJHV� 'LGL�+XEHUPDQ� ZURWH�� mwhat survives 
in culture is above all the tragic}�� SDWKHWLF� IHHOLQJV�� IUXVWUDWLRQV��
XQIXOȴOOHG� GHVLUHV� DQG� XQSXQLVKHG� FULPHV� ������� S�� ����� +HQFH� WKH�
QXPHURXV� OLQNV� WKH� ȴOP� GUDZV� EHWZHHQ� WKH� GHWHFWLYHȇV� ZRUN� DQG�
KLVWRULFDO� LQTXLU\�� UHVWLQJ� RQ� ZKDW� D� FRPPHQWDWRU� FDOOHG� mVSHFWUDO�
KLVWRULRJUDSK\}��-HRQ��������S������
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There are two other movies by Bong that are haunted by political 
DQG� LQVXUUHFWLRQDO�JHVWXUHV��$QG�VWUDQJHO\��ERWK�FDQ�EH�TXDOLȴHG�DV�
fantastic movies: The Host and Snowpiercer (Bong, 2006; 2013). I shall 
now seize this unexpected convergence as an opportunity to discuss 
possible relationships between politics and the fantastic genre.

5HSUHVVLRQ

In The Host, a giant amphibious creature emerges from the Han 
River in Seoul, then starts eating and kidnapping people, including the 
PDLQ�FKDUDFWHUȇV�GDXJKWHU�+\XQ�VHR��0DQ\�FRPPHQWDWRUV�KDYH�QRWHG�
WKH�FULWLFDO�EDFNJURXQG�RI� WKH�ȴOP�� VLQFH� LW� LV�DQ�$PHULFDQ�VFLHQWLVW�
who unwillingly gives birth to the monster by dumping chemicals 
into the river, and later on the government tries to kill it by spreading 
DQRWKHU� FKHPLFDO� FDOOHG� m$JHQW� <HOORZ}� �D� QDPH� ZKLFK� H[SOLFLWO\�
refers to Agent Orange, a carcinogenic herbicide used by the U.S. Army 
during the Korean and Vietnam Wars for tactical purposes. Thus one 
can easily see The Host as a satirical, anti-American horror movie.

However, America is just the most obvious target. Another 
one would be the Korean dictatorship and the Gwangju massacre of 
May 1980, when pro-democracy student protesters were beaten and 
ȴUHG�XSRQ�E\�WKH�SROLFH��OHDGLQJ�WR�DQ�HVWLPDWHG�GHDWK�WROO�RI�DW�OHDVW�
a few hundred, perhaps closer to one or two thousand (Plunk, 1985, 
pp. 5-6). Unlike the reference to the U.S., this one is not an allegory, but 
D�VSHFWUH��mVRPHWKLQJ�RU�VRPHRQH�WKDW�RQH�FDQQRW�IRUJHW��DQG�\HW�LV�
LPSRVVLEOH�WR�UHFRJQL]H�FOHDUO\}��'LGL�+XEHUPDQ��������S�������3RSXODU�
culture, novels and movies have long depicted ghosts as unappeased 
VSLULWV��WLHG�WR�WKH�SK\VLFDO�ZRUOG�XQWLO�WKH\�FDQ�IXOȴOO�WKHLU�GHVLUH�IRU�
MXVWLFH��7KH�IDQWDVWLF�ȴJXUH�LWVHOI�LV�LQVHSDUDEOH�IURP�LWV�SROLWLFDO�DQG�
philosophical imagination. Historical events, such as the ones that 
RFFXUUHG�LQ�*ZDQJMX��FDQ�WKHUHIRUH�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�mVSHFWUDO}�DV�VRRQ�
as the truth has not yet been established fully, regarding the number 
of victims, the location of the bodies and the guilt of the perpetrators 
(Déotte, 2002, pp. 112-114).
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,Q� WKH� HDUO\� VHTXHQFH� RI�+\XQ�VHRȇV� DEGXFWLRQ�� D� WKULOOLQJ� VKRW�
shows the helpless girl staring at her father as the monster is swooping 
on her. The impression of fragility is reinforced by the choice of close 
framing, the creature being too big to be shown in its entirety. In a 
chapter of the book The Global Auteur, Jeong Seung-hoon claims that, 
LQ�D�.RUHDQ�VSHFWDWRUȇV�PLQG��WKH�DWWDFN�RI�WKH�PRQVWHU�mRYHUODSV�ZLWK�
the image of a 1980s college girl protesting on the street, about to be 
NLOOHG�E\�EUXWDO�ULRW�SROLFH}��������S��������$OWKRXJK�KH�GRHV�QRW�JLYH�DQ\�
precise reference, one could think of a picture taken by photographer 
Hwang Chong-gun during the Gwangju massacre, which appears in a 
series of photographs from the uprising edited by the May 18 Memorial 
)RXQGDWLRQ��.DWVLDȴFDV�DQG�1D��������S��������DQG�LV�TXLWH�IDPRXV�WRGD\�
because it served in various commemoration acts. It is clear that both 
images share a gesture of contortion, resignation and desperate struggle 
against an overwhelming power.

Figure 1: The Host (Bong, 2006).

We may go further in the interpretation process. This is not only 
WKH�VKRW�ZLWK�WKH�PRQVWHU��EXW�WKH�ZKROH�VHTXHQFH��WKDW�ZHOFRPHV�WKH�
ghostly presence of the past. Before the arrival of the girl, there is a 
ȴJKW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�PRQVWHU��WKH�IDWKHU�*DQJ�GX�DQG�D�IHZ�E\VWDQGHUV��
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7KH�ȴJKW�WDNHV�SODFH�EHWZHHQ�WZR�ELJ�WUXFNV�WKDW�ȴUVWO\�VHHP�WR�GUDZ�
a line of possible assault, but soon turn out to function as a trap for 
WKH�FKDUDFWHUV��)LJXUH�����$JDLQ��%RQJȇV�mise en scène echoes the events 
of Gwangju, when protesters were brutally charged by the police, and 
found themselves caught between the buses they originally chartered 
to gather for the protest.

But rather than the historical events, what is implicitly summoned 
KHUH�LV�WKH�ȴFWLRQDO�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�SURSRVHG�E\�-DQJ�6XQ�ZRR�LQ�A Petal 
��������LQ�WKLV�PRYLH��DGDSWHG�IURP�D�QRYHO�E\�&KȇRH�<XQ��WKH�*ZDQJMX�
massacre is seen through the eyes of a 15-year-old girl and her mother 
who try to escape the police by running helplessly between buses 
DQG�RWKHU�XUEDQ�HOHPHQWV� �)LJXUH� ����:KHWKHU�%RQJ�ZDV� VSHFLȴFDOO\�
inspired by this scene, we cannot tell for sure, but the composition 
RI�WKH�VKRW�GLVWLQFWO\�UHFDOOV�ERWK�-DQJȇV�LPDJHV�DQG�VRPH�RI�WKH�EHVW�
known photographs of the Gwangju events. This detail, along with the 
general atmosphere of panic and violence, allow us to acknowledge the 
presence of the spectre.

Figure 2: A Petal (Jang, 1996).

In Korea, A Petal is one of the most famous movies about the 
*ZDQJMX�8SULVLQJ�� DQG� LW� FDQ�EH� LGHQWLȴHG�DV� WKH�PDWUL[�RI�PHPRU\�
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(Kim, 2002, pp. 104-110): Bong summons images of the protests, but 
RQO\�LQ�D�YLFDULRXV�ZD\��WKURXJK�WKH�PHGLDWLRQ�RI�-DQJȇV�ȴFWLRQDO�ZRUN�

1RZ� WKDW� ZH� KDYH� LGHQWLȴHG� WKLV� SURFHVV�� ZH� FDQ� JR� EDFN� WR�
the abduction of Hyun-seo. The narratives of A Petal and The Host 
are very similar: following a dramatic burst of violence, a young 
girl ends up separated from her family, and a small group of people 
LV� IRUPHG� WR� UHVFXH� KHU�� ,Q� ERWK� FDVHV�� FKDUDFWHUV� GRQȇW� HYHQ� NQRZ�
whether the girl is still alive and worth looking for. This is a common 
feature of dictatorship eras: when caught by the police, political 
opponents are neither dead or alive, but disappeared. Well, this is 
precisely the type of situation when a memory is to become a spectre. 
According to philosopher Jean-Louis Déotte, spectrality is always 
related to disappearance: there is a ghost when a corpse is missing, 
ZKLFK�GHQLHV�WKH�OLYLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�WR�HYHQ�PRXUQ�WKH�ORYHG�RQHȇV�GHDWK�
(2004, pp. 356-357). In both movies, the story is mainly concerned by 
WKH�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�WKHVH�GLVDSSHDUDQFHV��DQG�VR�DUH�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV��
But we have to remember what Didi-Huberman wrote, in the wake of 
$E\�:DUEXUJȇV�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO�ZRUN��RQH�FDQ�RQO\�FRPSUHKHQG�WKH�
surviving of a pathetic energy through time by addressing problems 
of form (Didi-Huberman, 2017, pp. 115-125). This advice can prove 
XVHIXO�LQ�ȴOP�DQDO\VLV��DOORZLQJ�XV�WR�VHH�A Petal, not as a mere source 
of inspiration for The Host, but as an aesthetic program.

,Q�WKH�DEGXFWLRQ�VHTXHQFH��WKH�DWWDFN�RI�WKH�PRQVWHU�UHSHDWV�WKH�
framing and composition of the panic following the uprising: the frame 
focuses on the parent holding the hand of his/her daughter, then the 
camera moves in order to follow the characters, but too slowly, and 
VHHPV�WR�EH�RYHUWDNHQ�E\�WKH�JOREDO�UXVK��:KHQ�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV�ȴQDOO\�
drop hands, we understand that the girls have been left behind but 
ZH�GRQȇW�ZLWQHVV�LW�GLUHFWO\��LQVWHDG�RI�LW��ZH�KDYH�D�FORVH�VKRW�RI�WKH�
SDUHQWVȇ�IDFHV�RYHUZKHOPHG�E\�WHUURU��DOO�RI�LW�ȴOPHG�LQ�VORZ�PRWLRQ��
What is interesting in the comparison is that, in A Petal, the reverse 
DQJOH� QHYHU� RFFXUV�� ZH� GRQȇW� VHH� KRZ� WKH� JLUO� LV� FDXJKW� XS� E\� WKH�
policemen, but only see it through the eyes of the mother. And later 
LQ�WKH�ȴOP��DV�WKH�JLUO�UHPHPEHUV�WKH�GUDPDWLF�HYHQWV��-DQJ�DEUXSWO\�
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cuts from her weeping face to an animated enemy that combines 
the features of a soldier and a beast. Every menace thus tends to be 
allegorized, postponed or even to remain off-screen. The whole movie 
rests on a series of absent reverse shots.

&RQVHTXHQWO\��The Host not only summons the ghost of a past 
insurrection, but the one of an insurrection that was already a ghost, 
D� IRUELGGHQ�RU� DEVHQW� LPDJH�� 6R�� DV�%RQJ�ȴOPV� WKH� JLUO� DERXW� WR� EH�
crushed by the monster, he represents the exact moment that Jang 
could not represent in A Petal, except that military violence is now 
SHUVRQLȴHG�XQGHU�WKH�WUDLWV�RI�D�VOLP\�FUHDWXUH��+H�DFFRPSOLVKHV�WKH�
PLVVLQJ�UHYHUVH�VKRW��WKHUHE\�ȴQGLQJ�WKH�VWUHQJWK�WR�VWDUH�DW�D�SRZHU�
that could not be stared at.

To deal with the Gwangju trauma, Jang also uses the motif of the 
mKROH}��WKH�JLUO�FDQQRW�DGPLW�KHU�PRWKHUȇV�GHDWK��DQG�UHIHUV�RQO\�WR�KHU�
ERG\�mZLWK�D�KROH}�ȂL�H��WKDW�ZDV�SLHUFHG�E\�D�EXOOHW��$W�WKLV�SRLQW�LW�LV�
only a literary metaphor, but in The Host��WKH�ZKROH�VHTXHQFH�UHVWV�RQ�
WKH�LGHD�RI�WKH�KROH�DV�D�ȴJXUDWLYH�HYHQW��7KH�PRQVWHUȇV�RUDO�FDYLW\��RI�
course, is an unfathomable pit where people simply disappear without 
HYHQ�IXOȴOOLQJ�DQ\�DOLPHQWDU\�SXUSRVH��%XW�WKH�PRVW�YLVLEOH�HOHPHQW�
LV�WKH�IDWKHUȇV�PRXWK��ZKLFK�UHPDLQV�ODUJHO\�RSHQ�DV�KLV�GDXJKWHU�LV�
being attacked. The whole body is stunned and turned into a yawning 
JDS��D�KROH�LQ�WKH�FKDUDFWHUȇV�IDFH�DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�WKH�LPDJH�LWVHOI��7KH�
political wound of the mother is incorporated by Gang-du, in the form 
RI�D�ȴJXUDWLYH�ORVV��KH�LV�QRW�WKH�RQH�ZKR�WRRN�WKH�EXOOHW��EXW�KLV�ERG\�
LV�SLHUFHG�DV�LI�KH�ZDV��%RQJȇV�DHVWKHWLFV�WKXV�FRPELQHV�WKH�YLFWLP�DQG�
the viewer into a single body, which now bears the stigmata, and the 
responsibility of a coming revolt.

5HEHOOLRQ

In a word, this early scene lays the foundations of the whole 
PRYLHȇV�VSHFWUDO�DHVWKHWLFV��%RQJ�VHWV�WKH�JKRVW�RI�WKH�*ZDQJMX�8SULVLQJ�
up, so that its memory can be reactivated anytime, when needed.
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7KH�HQG�RI�WKH�PRYLH�SURYLGHV�VXFK�DQ�RFFDVLRQ��'XULQJ�WKH�ȴQDO�
ȴJKW��*DQJ�GX�DQG�KLV�IDPLO\�PDQDJH�WR�KDUP�WKH�PRQVWHU�E\�XQLWLQJ�
their talents. At this time, his brother Nam-il, who was previously 
GHȴQHG� DV� D� IRUPHU� FROOHJH� SURWHVWHU�� UHFRQQHFWV�ZLWK� KLV� RZQ� SDVW�
by ardently throwing Molotov cocktails on the creature. The spectre 
RI� LQVXUUHFWLRQ�FRPHV�EDFN� LQ� WKH�VSRWOLJKW��%RQJȇV�DHVWKHWLFV� LVRODWHV�
the protesting body by playing on luminous contrast and the neutrality 
of the background, only made of industrial wilderness and a pale but 
GHQVH�PLVW��)LJXUH�����7KLV�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKH�JORULȴFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�JHVWXUHV�
of revolt.

Figure 3: The Host (Bong, 2006).

2QH�FDQ�DOVR�QRWLFH�D�IRUPDO�VFKHPH�WKDW�XQLWHV�DOO�WKH�ȴJKWLQJ�
VHTXHQFHV�� 6HYHUDO� WLPHV� WKH� FKDUDFWHUV� WU\� WR� RSSRVH� WKH�PRQVWHU��
ZLWK� XQHTXDO� GHWHUPLQDWLRQ� DQG� VXFFHVV�� +\XQ�VHR� LV� WDNHQ� LQ� WKH�
EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�ȴOP��WKHQ�WZR�KRPHOHVV�ER\V�DUH�DWWDFNHG�DQG�RQO\�
RQH�RI�WKHP�VXUYLYHV��D�IHZ�PLQXWHV�ODWHU�+HH�ERQJ��*DQJ�GXȇV�IDWKHU��
WULHV�WR�VKRRW�WKH�PRQVWHU�DQG�JHWV�NLOOHG��DQG�ȴQDOO\�1DP�LO�PDQDJHV�
to harm and scare it with his Molotov cocktails. In any case Bong stages 
WKH�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�ZLWK�D�VWURQJ�VHQVH�RI�GHSWK�RI�ȴHOG��UHSHDWLQJ�WKH�
VDPH� FRPSRVLWLRQ�� ZLWK� KXPDQ� ȴJXUHV� LQ� WKH� IRUHJURXQG� DQG� WKH�
JLDQW�EHDVWȇV�MDZV�ULJKW�EHKLQG�WKHLU�KHDG��7KH�ȴUVW�WKUHH�HQFRXQWHUV�
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OHDG�RQO\� WR�GHIHDW�DQG�GHDWK��<HW� WKH�ȴQDO� FRQIURQWDWLRQ� LV� VOLJKWO\�
different: while keeping the same composition, Bong deeply alters the 
balance of the shot. The enemy is repelled and cornered in the back 
of the frame, whereas the characters are getting the active power they 
previously missed.

Following the hypothesis of a ghostly political scenario, we can 
DVVXPH�WKDW�WKLV�HQGLQJ�VHTXHQFH�HPERGLHV�%RQJȇV�UHVSRQVH�WR�KLVWRU\��
In the Gwangju events as staged by Jang –and perhaps as thought of 
by the Korean people– there was still a missing image of the enemy, 
be it the assaulting policemen or, more generally, the dictatorial state. 
The past itself was a spectre, a history without images (Lee, 2014, 
pp. 109-110). The Host� WKXV� FDUULHV� RXW� WKH� SURWHVWHUVȇ� SRVWKXPRXV�
rebellion, turning what originally was an image of resignation into 
a possibility of victory. A commentator once wrote that the monster 
created by Bong was strangely weak, from a certain point of view: like 
KXPDQ�FKDUDFWHUV��LW�KDSSHQV�WR�VOLS�RQ�D�ZHW�ȵRRU�RU�D�VWULS�RI�JUDVV�
(Brinig, 2011, p. 95). It may be strong, but it remains subject to the laws 
RI�SK\VLFV��$QG�LW�LV�ȴQDOO\�GHVWUR\HG�E\�RUGLQDU\�SHRSOH��QRW�E\�DQ\�
PLOLWDU\�VTXDG�RU�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQU\��7KDW�PLJKW�EH�RQH�RI�WKH�UHDVRQV�
why it is able to welcome a political reading: as dangerous as it may 
EH��WKH�VWUXJJOH�IRU�HTXDOLW\�DQG�MXVWLFH�LV�QHYHU�D�ORVLQJ�EDWWOH�

It may not be a coincidence that Bong Joon-ho kept on exploring 
political themes, a few years later, with Snowpiercer. The story is set 
in a post-apocalyptic future when humanity has been nearly wiped 
out by a massive failure in an attempt at climate engineering. The 
few survivors live in a train that is endlessly spanning around the 
globe to prevent people from freezing to death. The whole movie 
deals with the revolution lead by lower-class tail section passengers 
against governing people of the front. The protesting energy that 
remained implicit in The Host is now lead to its plain potential. What 
shall draw our attention is the bursting of violence, the instant when 
DQ�LQHTXLWDEOH�VLWXDWLRQ�WXUQV�LQWR�YLEUDQW�UHEHOOLRQ��,Q�WKH�ȴOP��WKLV�
KDSSHQV�ZKHQ�$QGUHZ��RQH�RI�WKH�FRQȴQHG�SRRU�SDVVHQJHUV��WKURZV�
KLV�VKRH�WRZDUGV�RQH�RI�WKH�YLVLWLQJ�RɘFLDOV�RI�WKH�IURQW�VHFWLRQ��
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Once again, Bong summons the spectre of a real political event: 
WKH� YHU\� IDPRXV� PRPHQW� ZKHQ� ,UDTL� MRXUQDOLVW� 0XQWDGKDU� DO�=DLGL�
threw his shoes at American President George W. Bush Jr., in Bagdad, 
on December 14, 2008. This incident happened only a few years before 
Snowpiercer was released, so we can suppose that a large part of the 
audience still had it in mind; but as far as I know, its presence in the 
ȴOP�KDV�QHYHU�EHHQ�IXOO\�DQDO\]HG�LQ�DQ�DFDGHPLF�ZD\�

/HWȇV�EHJLQ�E\�SRLQWLQJ�RXW�WKDW�WKH�VKRH�WKURZLQJ�HSLVRGH�GRHV�QRW�
appear in the comic book Le Transperceneige (Lob and Rochette, 1984), 
IURP�ZKLFK�WKH�ȴOP�LV�DGDSWHG��,W�LV�OLNHO\�WKDW�%RQJ�ZLOOLQJO\�VHW�LW�XS�
to echo the political actuality. We shall also note that the protester is 
shot from behind, thus imitating the framing of the available footage of 
3UHVLGHQW�%XVKȇV�SUHVV�FRQIHUHQFH��LQ�ERWK�FDVH�WKH�IDFH�RI�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�
aggressor is hidden, and what is emphasized is the gesture itself. The 
ȴFWLRQDO�VKRH�LV�FRQIXVLQJO\�VLPLODU�WR�WKH�UHDO�RQH��D�EURZQ�OHDWKHU�PDQ�
shoe with a thick sole and curvy, highly visible seams (Figure 4). As the 
guards bring back the shoe to serve as a warning and prevent any further 
DWWHPSW�WR�GHVWDELOL]H�WKH�WUDLQȇV�VRFLDO�RUGHU��D�VHULHV�RI�WZR�FORVH�XSV�
allow us to examine the item carefully, and reinforces the impression of 
déjà-vu. Moreover, a few minutes after the incident, Bush Jr. called for 
silence and pretended to resume his speech, but immediately made a 
joke about the fact that al-Zaidi threw a size 10 shoe -probably bringing 
up this detail to divert commentators from the political meaning of the 
event-. Well, in Snowpiercer, Minister Mason played by Tilda Swinton 
ȴWWLQJO\�REVHUYHV�WKDW�WKLV�LV�QRW�RQO\�D�FRPPRQ�VKRH��EXW�mVL]H����FKDRV}�

%XW�ZKDW� VHHPV� WR� KDYH� GUDZQ�%RQJȇV� DWWHQWLRQ� LV� QRW� RQO\� WKH�
actual incident between Bush Jr. and al-Zaidi; it is also the way it was 
absorbed and twisted by popular culture. For example, the silver plate in 
which the shoe is presented to Minister Mason can recall the copy of al-
=DLGLȇV�VKRH�GLVSOD\HG�LQ�m0PXVHXPP}�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\��7KH�YHU\�IDFW�RI�
sanctifying the item ironically emphasizes the overdramatic and pathetic 
dimension of power. It also demonstrates the malleability of the political 
JHVWXUH�� WKDW�FDQ�EH�TXDOLȴHG�DV�HIIHFWLYH�DV�VRRQ�DV� LW� LV�ȴFWLRQDOL]HG��
distorted and played with by artists.
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Figure 4: Snowpiercer (Bong, 2013).

6LPLODUO\��RQH�FRXOG�ȴUVW�EH�VXUSULVHG�WKDW�WKH�WKURZLQJ�HSLVRGH�
WDNHV�XS�D�YHU\�VKRUW� WLPH�LQ�WKH�ȴOP��DQG�LV�EDUHO\�YLVLEOH�EHFDXVH�
of the camera movements and the lack of light. The gesture is not as 
JORULȴHG�DV�LW�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ��%XW�WKH�UHDVRQ�LV�WR�ȴW�WR�WKH�RULJLQDO�
footage. Indeed, what made the al-Zaidi incident so famous is that it 
ZDV� LPPHGLDWHO\� EURDGFDVW� RQ� WKH� ,QWHUQHW�� RQ� &%6�1HZV� <RX7XEH�
channel, reaching high popularity among people from all over the 
world (the video has now passed 6 million views). The footage is of 
a poor aesthetic value: it is shot from some place in the audience, 
and the operator clumsily tries to zoom out to record the action. As 
D� UHVXOW�� DOPRVW� DOO� WKH� YLGHR� LV� GHGLFDWHG� WR� WKH� 3UHVLGHQWȇV� VSHHFK�
after al-Zaidi has been evicted from the room. The same narrative 
structure occurs in Snowpiercer, the incident leading to a long speech 
by Minister Mason, in a half-humorous, half-authoritarian manner 
WKDW�DFFXUDWHO\�UHSURGXFHV�%XVK�-U�ȇV�ethos��%RQJȇV�PRYLH�WKXV�UDLVHV�
the problem of the circulation of images in the digital era, and states 
that the spectre of insurrection is only real when massively shared.

*HVWXUHV

Both The Host and Snowpiercer are based on a gesture of throwing. 
+HUH�%RQJȇV�DHVWKHWLFV�SHUWDLQV�WR�D�SROLWLFDO�LFRQRJUDSKLF�WUDGLWLRQ�WKDW�
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can be traced far back in time. It relates to a fundamental structure 
of domination, since the very fact of having to throw an object at 
RQHȇV�RSSRQHQW�PHDQV�WKDW�RQH�GRHV�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR��RU�GRHVQȇW�ZDQW�
to use) regular weapons. The agonistic dimension of any gesture of 
throwing therefore mingles with a critical purpose: what matters is 
the dialectic between the strong and the weak, the dominant and the 
GRPLQDWHG�� WKH� SURIHVVLRQDO� ȴJKWHU� DQG� WKH� PLOLWDQW�� )RU� H[DPSOH��
ZH�ȴQG�VXFK�D�PRWLI�LQ�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�SLFWRULDO�LFRQRJUDSK\�RI�WKH�
)UHQFK�mEDUULFDGHV}��ZKLOH�UR\DO�JXDUGV�KDYH�JRW�KRUVHV��VDEHUV�DQG�
bayonets, the insurgents of 1930 and 1948 are often represented with 
rocks, simple work tools and shelters made out of daily objects –the 
XQIDLUQHVV�RI�WKH�ȴJKW�FDQ�KDYH�ERWK�D�UKHWRULFDO�DQG�FRPLFDO�IXQFWLRQ�
�3DXTXHW��������SS������������%RQJȇV�FKDUDFWHUV�PDNH�D�VLPLODU�XVH�RI�
PDNHVKLIW�ZHDSRQV�� EH� LW�1DP�LOȇV� KDQGFUDIWHG�0RORWRY� FRFNWDLOV� RU�
$QGUHZȇV� GHVSHUDWH� VKRH�WKURZLQJ� DWWDFN�� ,Q� WKH� HQGLQJ� VHTXHQFH�
of Parasite too, the characters use kitchen tools as weapons to get 
revenge for their social humiliation. In doing so, they all claim the 
heritage of past revolutions and lay the foundations for an aesthetic 
community of insurrectional gestures.

One could also read gestures from an anthropological point of 
YLHZ��VWDWLQJ�WKDW�WKH�UHSHWLWLRQ�RI�D�VDPH�ERG\�FRQȴJXUDWLRQ�GUDZV�
a link between protesters from different times and spaces. Every 
new occurrence reinforces the evidence that all these bodies form 
a political community, regardless of the context they live in and the 
HQHP\�WKH\�ȴJKW�� ,Q�WLPHV�RI�PDVVLYH�SROLWLFDO�FRPPLWPHQW��H�J�� LQ�
the end of the 1960s, newspapers often displayed similar images 
of young people throwing rocks at the police, some of them shot in 
3DULV��1HZ�<RUN��5RPH��RWKHUV� VKRW� LQ�:DUVDZ�RU�%HOJUDGH�� mVLQFH�
WKH� JHVWXUHV� DUH� LGHQWLFDO�� VR� ZRXOG� EH� WKH� SROLWLFDO� PRWLYDWLRQV}�
(Leblanc, 2009). In a more philosophical way, Georges Didi-
+XEHUPDQȇV�PRVW�UHFHQW�ZRUN�GHPRQVWUDWHV�KRZ�SRZHUIXO�WKLV�LGHD�
of surviving gestures is to our visual culture. Gathering images from 
YDULRXV�DJHV�DQG�DUWLVWLF�ȴHOGV��KH�VKRZV�WKDW�WKH�ZLOO�WR�ULVH�XS�LV�QRW�
only a permanent feature of human societies, but also of the human 
body (Didi-Huberman, 2016, pp. 133-141).
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)URP� WKLV� SHUVSHFWLYH�� %RQJȇV� VFLHQFH� ȴFWLRQ� PRYLHV� SURYLGH�
FRQWLQXLW\� DV� ZHOO� DV� RULJLQDOLW\�� 7KH� SHUVLVWHQFH� RI� ROG� ȴJXUDWLYH�
SDWWHUQV�ERWK�FRQȴUPV� WKHLU� LQLWLDO� UHOHYDQFH�DQG� WDNHV� WKHLU� FULWLFDO�
potency into imaginary situations that address present issues (class 
struggle, authority, American imperialism…). It is of no coincidence that 
this spectral process occurs most vividly in two of the three fantastic 
movies directed by Bong Joon-ho. Because the fantastic genre allows 
him to create situations of a greater threat than reality can provide, 
WKH� FKDUDFWHUVȇ� DUGHQW� ZLOO� WR� ȴJKW� EHFRPHV� HYHQ� PRUH� LQVSLULQJ��
*DQJ�GXȇV� IDPLO\�DQG� WKH�SRRU� LQKDELWDQWV�RI� WKH� WUDLQ� WKXV�HVWDEOLVK�
themselves as continuators of the protesters that fought against the 
Korean dictatorship in the 1980s, then against American imperialism, 
DQG�QHYHU�UHWLUHG�IURP�ȴJKWLQJ��$V�KH�RUFKHVWUDWHV�WKH�UHFXUUHQFH�RI�DOO�
WKHVH�JKRVWV��%RQJ�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKDW�ȴFWLRQ�FDQ�EH�D�SRZHUIXO�ZD\�RI�
UHYLYLQJ�DQG�UHVKDSLQJ�WKH�SHRSOHȇV�SURWHVWLQJ�HQHUJLHV�

Bong also tries to draw our attention to the various uses that 
can be made of insurrectional gestures: we rapidly pass from a heroic 
FHOHEUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�SHRSOHȇV�SRWHQF\�WR�D�ERWK�FRPLF�DQG�WUDJLF�PHGLWDWLRQ�
on human weakness (Snowpiercer), or the other way around (The Host). 
For it is one thing to lean on the ghosts of our predecessors, and it is 
TXLWH�DQRWKHU�WKLQJ�WR�OHDUQ�KRZ�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKHLU�KHULWDJH��a fortiori 
in the form of moving images-. As far as cinema is concerned, it means 
WKDW�DQ\�DWWHPSWHG�UHYROW�PXVW�FRPH�ZLWK�D�UHFRQȴJXUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�
and its dynamic potential.



108

 

Block I: Monsters, Zombies, Humans and other Creatures in Cinema and Audiovisual Culture

%LEOLRJUDSK\

Bong, J.-h. (2000). Barking Dogs Never Bite (Peullandaseu-ui Gae) [DVD-ROM]. 
Paris, France: Magnolia.

Bong, J.-h. (2003). Memories of Murder (Sarinui chueok) [DVD-ROM]. Paris, 
France: La Rabbia.

Bong, J.-h. (2006). The Host (Gwoemul) [DVD-ROM]. Paris, France: Paradis 
Films.

Bong, J.-h. (2013). Snowpiercer (Seolgungnyeolcha) [DVD-ROM]. Paris, France: 
Wild Side Video.

Bong, J.-h. (2017). Okja�>92'@��/RV�*DWRV��&$��8QLWHG�6WDWHV��1HWȵL[�

Bong, J.-h. (2019). Parasite (Gisaengchung) [DVD-ROM]. Paris, France: The 
Jokers.

Brinig, A. (2011). Comme un éléphant dans un magasin de porcelaine. 
Vertigo, 40, pp. 90-96.

&RSSROD��$����������/D�VFLHQFH�ȴFWLRQ�GDQV�OH�FLQ«PD�FRU«HQ�GX�6XG�HW�GX�
1RUG��HQMHX�FXOWXUHO�HW�SROLWLTXH��Sociétés, 135, pp. 103-113.

'«RWWH��-��/�����������O«PHQWV�GȇHVWK«WLTXH�GLVSDULWLRQQLVWH��Lignes, 8, pp. 109-
130.

Déotte, J.-L. (2004). L’Époque des appareils. Paris, France: Lignes & manifestes.

Didi-Huberman, G. (Ed.). (2016). Uprisings. Paris, France: Gallimard/Jeu de 
Paume.

Didi-Huberman, G. (2017). The Surviving Image: Phantoms of Time and Time 
of Phantoms. Aby Warburg’s History of Art. University Park, PA, United 
States: The Pennsylvania State University Press.



109

 

Block I: Monsters, Zombies, Humans and other Creatures in Cinema and Audiovisual Culture

Jang S.-w. (1996). A Petal (Ggotip) [VHS]. San Francisco, CA, United States: Tai 
Seng Video.

Jeon, J. J. (2011). Memories of Memories: Historicity, Nostalgia, and Archive 
LQ�%RQJ�-RRQ�KRȇV�Memories of Murder. Cinema Journal, 51(1), pp. 75-95.

Jeong, S.-h. (2016). A generational spectrum of global Korean auteurs: 
Political matrix and ethical potential. In Jeong, S.-h. and Szaniawski, J. (Ed.). 
The Global Auteur: The Politics of Authorship in 21st Century Cinema (pp. 361-
������ /RQGRQ�� *UHDW� %ULWDLQ�1HZ� <RUN�� 1<�� 8QLWHG� 6WDWHV�� %ORRPVEXU\�
Academic.

.DWVLDȴFDV��*��DQG�1D��.��F���(G������������South Korean Democracy: Legacy of 
the Gwangju Uprising��/RQGRQ��*UHDW�%ULWDLQ�1HZ�<RUN��1<��8QLWHG�6WDWHV��
Routledge.

Kim, K. H. (2002). Post-Trauma and Historical Remembrance in Recent South 
.RUHDQ�&LQHPD��5HDGLQJ�3DUN�.ZDQJ�VXȇV�A Single Spark (1995) and Chang 
6đQ�XȇV�A Petal (1996). Cinema Journal, 41(4), pp. 95-115.

/HEODQF�� $�� �������� /ȇLFRQRJUDSKLH� GH� 0DL� ���� XQ� XVDJH� LQWHQWLRQQHO� GX�
photoreportage noir et blanc ou couleur. Sens Public. Recovered from http://
sens-public.org/article628.html.

Lee, C.-w. (2014). Peppermint Candy et les événements de Gwangju en 1980. 
Revue Française d’Histoire des Idées Politiques, 39, pp. 107�116.

Lob, J., and Rochette, J.-M. (1984). Le Transperceneige, 1. Tournai, France: 
Casterman.

3DXTXHW�� $�� �������� /HV� UHSU«VHQWDWLRQV� GH� OD� EDUULFDGH� GDQV�
OȇLFRQRJUDSKLH�GH������¢�������,Q�&RUELQ��$��DQG�0D\HXU��-��0���(G����La 
Barricade (pp. 97-112). Paris, France: Publications de la Sorbonne.

3OXQN��'��0����������6RXWK�.RUHDȇV�.ZDQJMX�,QFLGHQW�5HYLVLWHG��Asian Studies 
Backgrounder, 35, pp. 1-7.

http://sens-public.org/article628.html
http://sens-public.org/article628.html

