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NOTEBOOK: You mentioned before 
that you can usually tell from the level of 
DSSODXVH�KRZ�VXFFHVVIXO�WKH�ÀOP�LV«�

HONG SANG-SOO: Yes, we had the premiere 
\HVWHUGD\��DQG�WKH�DSSODXVH�ZDV�YHU\�ZDUP��,�GRQ·W�
know if I am right or not but I think I can feel it. 

NOTEBOOK: This is one of three projects 
that you made in one year. Is that right? 

HONG: Probably. 

NOTEBOOK: Could you speak about the 
relationship of those movies and this one? 

HONG: I never thought about the relationship 
between these features. Maybe I told you before, 
I just decide when I will shoot, I decide the 
important locations and the important actors. Then 
I write in the morning when I shoot. I just accept 
ZKDWHYHU�RFFXUV�LQ�P\�PLQG��3UREDEO\�UHÁHFWLQJ�
my state of mind during those times, which is 
TXLWH«�FRPSOH[��6R�,�FDQQRW�UHDOO\�SLQSRLQW�ZKDW�
the relationship is between these three projects. 
It is hard to describe. My feeling is actually the 
better description of the movie, about what I was 
feeling and what I was thinking during that time.

NOTEBOOK: On the Beach at Night Alone is a very 
DQJU\�ÀOP��7KHUH�DUH�D�FRXSOH�RI�KXPRURXV�VFHQHV�
but generally the mood is very dark and somber. 

HONG��,W·V�RND\��>/DXJKV@�6RPHWLPHV�
it is okay to be dark and somber.

NOTEBOOK: Given the autobiographical nature 
of this material, I was curious about how much 
you worked with Kim Min-hee on her character. 
Was she involved in any of the development 
of Younghee on the page or earlier? 

HONG��1R��LW·V�MXVW�PH��,�NQRZ�DERXW�>.LP�0LQ�
KHH@�PRUH�WKDQ�RWKHU�DFWRUV��,�NQRZ�KHU�MXVW�EHLQJ�
herself. I had a lot of things in my mind. What 
she did, what she said. What I saw from her. It 
DOO�LQÁXHQFHG�PH��2I�FRXUVH��,�FDQQRW�GLVWLQJXLVK�
between the things she might have said and the 
things I wrote and even things I took from other 
SHRSOH��:KDW�UHDOO\�LQÁXHQFHG�PH�ZDV�KHU�MXVW�EHLQJ�
KHUVHOI��NQRZLQJ�KHU�VR�ZHOO��IRU�PDNLQJ�WKLV�ÀOP��

NOTEBOOK: How has the dynamic 
changed since Right Now, Wrong Then? 
Do you give many directions, if at all? 
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ON THE BEACH AT NIGHT ALONE
����PLQ����6RXWK�.RUHD��������

Art imitates life in this quietly devastating 
PDVWHUSLHFH�IURP�+RQJ�6DQJVRR��.LP�0LQKHH��7KH�
Handmaiden, Right Now, Wrong Then)—in the 
UROH�WKDW�ZRQ�KHU�WKH�6LOYHU�%HDU�IRU�EHVW�DFWUHVV�LQ�
Berlin—plays Younghee, an actress reeling in the 
DIWHUPDWK�RI�DQ�DIIDLU�ZLWK�D�PDUULHG�ÀOP�GLUHFWRU��
Younghee visits Hamburg then returns to Korea, but 
as she meets with friends and has her fair share to 
drink, increasingly startling confessions emerge.

HONG: I usually give very little direction. Maybe 
,�WROG�\RX�EHIRUH��EXW�,�GRQ·W�EHOLHYH�LQ�JLYLQJ�D�ORW�
of direction to actors. If you write down the right 
ZRUGV�LQ�WKH�VFULSW��WKHQ�\RX�GRQ·W�KDYH�WR�H[SODLQ�
or direct a lot. If the script is right, when they read it 
they understand that when they speak it feels right. 
And even sometimes they can memorize better 
because it is natural to them. For me, it is much 
more important to get the casting right. The right 
person can mean many things for you, but for me, 
that person can mean different things. They mean 
something special for that period of time, for that 
state of mind. If I choose the right person, and I talk 
with them, write the right script, the right dialogue, 
then all I have to do is give them the print out and 
they can do it. Only when they misinterpret what 
,�ZURWH�GRZQ�GR�,�FRUUHFW�WKHP��´2K��QR�,�GLGQ·W�
PHDQ�LW�OLNH�WKDW�µ�´,W·V�GLIIHUHQW�LQWRQDWLRQ��\RX�KDYH�
WR�GR�LW�OLNH�WKLV«µ�2U�VRPHWLPHV��WKHUH�LV�VRPH�
abstract content in the dialogue, some concepts 
or ideas that they may not be familiar with. Then I 
explain beforehand. Or when some things are more 
important for me, then I explain myself. I tell them: 
“Each line is important, it should be correct.” But 
WKDW·V�YHU\�UDUH��,Q�WHUPV�RI�TXDQWLW\�RI�GLUHFWLRQ��
not a lot. For me, the dialogue is more important. 

NOTEBOOK: You still write that 
the morning of the shoot.

HONG: Usually. These days I spend longer writing. 
Ten years ago, I wrote in two hours and  
then shot. Nowadays, it takes me four hours,  
VRPHWLPHV�ÀYH�KRXUV��6R�,�ZDNH�XS�DW��DP�� 
DQG�WKHQ�,�PLJKW�QRW�ÀQLVK�XQWLO����R·FORFN��$QG�WKH�
crew are all waiting for me. They have been  
ZDLWLQJ�WZR�RU�WKUHH�KRXUV�IRU�PH�WR�ÀQLVK�� 
,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�ZK\�EXW�LW�WDNHV�PH�ORQJHU� 
and longer every time. 

NOTEBOOK: Do you start with the scene in mind, or 
do you just wake up and start from the beginning? 

HONG: No, it is everything. If I had material from the 
GD\�EHIRUH��,�EDVH�LW�RQ�WKDW��7KH�ÀUVW�GD\�RI�VKRRWLQJ�
LV�WKH�PRVW�GLIÀFXOW��<RX�UHDOO\�IHHO�LQ�WKH�IURQW�RI�\RXU�
mind that you have several ways of proceeding. You 
expend a lot of energy and make mistakes but the 
second day is easier, then the third day you already 
know about the structures, sometimes. Then you only 
think about the connection from the previous scene, 
and about the scene in question: what do I want to do 
today? How will I spend my energy? How will I use 
these actors who are providing me with their time? 
%XW�WKH�YHU\�ÀUVW�GD\�LV�WKH�KDUGHVW��)RU�WZR�KRXUV�� 
I think about this direction, then I write some pages, 

and then I discard what I have and think about 
DQRWKHU�GLUHFWLRQ��7KH�ÀUVW�GD\�LV�YHU\�KDUG��$IWHU�
WKDW��LW�LV�RND\��$W�ÀUVW��,�FRQVLGHUHG�XVLQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�
SDUW�RI�WKLV�ÀOP�DV�D�VKRUW�IHDWXUH�RQ�LWV�RZQ��%XW�
then I showed it to some people and they liked it. I 
ZDV�WKLQNLQJ�HLWKHU�,�FRXOG�HLWKHU�XVH�WKLV�DV�D�ÀUVW�
part and then continue from there or I can shoot 
something entirely different and start from the 
EHJLQQLQJ�DQG�PDNH�DQ�HQWLUH�IHDWXUH�ÀOP��,�KDG�
to decide, so one or two days before the shooting 
RI�WKH�VHFRQG�SDUW��,�VKRZHG�WKH�ÀUVW�SDUW�WR�VRPH�
people and they encouraged me to go on. 

NOTEBOOK: Do many of the scenes you 
write and shoot get cut out of the movie? 

HONG��1R��QRW�PDQ\��0D\EH�SHUFHQWDJH�ZLVH«�
PRUH�WKDQ�����RI�ZKDW�,�VKRRW�LV�XVHG�LQ�WKH�ÀOP��
Less than 5% is cut. These are scenes I shot that 
ZHUH�RND\�WHFKQLFDOO\�EXW�ZKHQ�,�HGLW�,�IHHO�OLNH�,�GRQ·W�
need it. I can jump to the next one. Then I discard 
that material. That happens very rarely. The only 
time I discarded a large amount of scenes I shot was 
RQ�:RPDQ�LV�WKH�)XWXUH�RI�0DQ�>����@��,�GLVFDUGHG�
WHQ�VFHQHV��,�WKLQN��,�GRQ·W�UHPHPEHU�H[DFWO\��EXW�
it was the ending I cut. It was unnecessary. All the 
other features, it is a very small percentage.

NOTEBOOK: How does writing scenes in 
the morning relate to ideas of structure, 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�ELJ�VWUXFWXUDO�GHYLFHV�WKDW�XQWLO�
now characterized all of your movies? 

HONG��7KDW�FRPHV�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�GD\��<RX�KDYH�WR�
think about structure and about everything. But 
you just have to decide. I shoot something after 
GHFLGLQJ�RQ�VRPHWKLQJ�RQ�WKH�ÀUVW�GD\��7KHQ�WKH�
second day, write something believing that the 
ÀUVW�LGHD�ZDV�ULJKW��%\�WKH�HQG�RI�WKDW�GD\��,�NQRZ�
whether that was true or not. I think it is about the 
third day I usually know the structure or direction. 
7KHQ�,�GRQ·W�KDYH�WR�ZRUU\�WRR�PXFK�DERXW�LW��,W·V�
RND\��%XW�\RX�GRQ·W�VHH�WKH�ELJ�GHYLFHV�LQ�WKLV�ÀOP"

NOTEBOOK: No, and it goes back to what I 
was saying about the anger and melancholy 
that I think are front and center here. Usually 
the structural devices, like the doubling of Right 
Now, Wrong Then, are almost a way to subvert 
WKH�QDUUDWLYH��7KDW�LVQ·W�WKH�FDVH�KHUH��

HONG��:KHQ�,�PDGH�WKRVH�FKRLFHV��,�GLGQ·W�
have a reason. I just felt that this was the right 
direction. But for the sake of explanation, I guess 
I was more into the personality of this character, 
KHU�VWUXJJOH��,�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�



more than usual, and at the same time I 
IHOW�WKDW�,�ZDVQ·W�UHDOO\�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�IRUPV��,�
GLGQ·W�WKLQN�DERXW�IRUPV��,�GLGQ·W�QHHG�WR�

NOTEBOOK��,�WKLQN�WKDW·V�ZKHUH�WKH�ÀOP·V�
strength comes from. You make so many 
movies that we have come to expect certain 
variations on the material. Then when they 
are not there, it focuses our attention on the 
emotions in front of us. There is only really 
the abduction at the end of part one that 
stands out as a structural red-herring.

HONG: All I can say about these unreal things 
is that I like Luis Buñuel a lot. I feel good when I 
ZDWFK�KLV�ÀOPV��WKDW�PXFK�,�FDQ�VD\��<RX�NQRZ��
there is no such thing as reality. We are bound 
to feel certain things by our circumstances. We 
work and move around, not really believing 
in things, just automatically doing them and 
thinking them based on this false conception 
of reality. And our feelings follow that because 
we have done all these things so many times. 
We feel these sensations, pleasure or pain, so 
LW�EHFRPHV�PRUH�UHDO�IRU�XV��6RPHWLPHV��ZKHQ�
come across, say, a poetic moment in life, you 
see things differently from just an everyday 
setting. You can discover something totally 
different. You can feel it, but this feeling goes 
away quickly and you return to that normal state. 

I know that reality is something I can never 
reach out and grab. We are all living under 
WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�EHLQJ�KXPDQ�EHLQJV��VR�LW�
is a good thing that it is unattainable. Even 
though I feel totally lost, even though I feel 
SDLQ��LW·V�QRW�UHDO��LQ�D�ZD\��%HFDXVH�ZH�IHHO�
these things, we tend to believe that this is 
UHDO���6RPHWLPHV��,�DP�UHPLQGLQJ�P\VHOI�WKDW�
there is a reality that I will never know, that we 
will never know, that we will never possess. 
It is a good feeling. It makes you feel free.

 

Visit mubi.com/acropolis  
IRU�D�IUHH����GD\�WULDO�
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