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CHAPTER 1

THE ORIGIN STORY

Seven is an auspicious number, and a robust quantity of years to spend in development and production for an animated film … but when the end result is the phenomenon that KPop Demon Hunters has become, it’s certainly more than luck that brings such an artistic, globally-uniting vision to reality. “Growing up watching movies set in other Asian cultures, I wanted to see the Korean culture represented in an animated movie,” explains writer/director Maggie Kang. “For some reason, I landed on demonology. I thought about how the jeoseung saja (grim reapers in Korean mythology) was such an iconic image from my childhood, and the thought of demons naturally led to demon hunters,” she adds. “And I knew I wanted to see female superheroes who were a lot more relatable, who like to eat and make silly faces … not just being pretty, sexy and cool, but with real insecurities.”

In partnership with writer/director Chris Appelhans, the filmmakers wove Korean mythology, heritage, cuisine and popular music into an intricate tapestry, featuring powerful female characters as the central focus. The manifestation of all this was HUNTR/X, a trio of K-pop artists who follow in the footsteps (and dance steps) of many generations of warriors, each set of which has lived double lives of performing as musicians while also protecting their fans and the greater world from the ever-present threat of demons. Their goal is to seal the Honmoon, the protective shield between the mortal and demon worlds, which is strengthened by human connection. “What’s wonderful about K-pop in the modern world is just the way that it brings people together, with so much empathy. It crosses all boundaries, all cultural borders. For us to come up with a mythology that taps into the truth of what this music does feels powerful,” says Appelhans.

That powerful and unique film concept came to be known as KPop Demon Hunters and attracted a dynamic collaboration of Sony Pictures Animation and Sony Pictures Imageworks crewmembers; a masterful K-pop production team gathered under the leadership of executive music producer Ian Eisendrath; a cast of vibrant vocal talent; and excitedly supportive Netflix partners to join a golden adventure they never could have imagined.

[image: Three demon hunters dive toward the ground with a smile. They hold different weapons and strike different poses.]
Ami Thompson

[image: Rumi, Mira, and Zoey stand on the empty floor of their penthouse and look at the skyline through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city lights are reflected on the floor, displaying irregular red lines throughout the city.]
Charles Hilton

[image: Rumi moves her hands to form an impenetrable barrier to prevent a demon with yellow, popping eyes, talons, fanged teeth, and long tongue from entering the human realm.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

[image: A sketch of Rumi, Mira, and Zoey sitting around a table at a restaurant and gorging on their food and drinks.]
Ami Thompson

[image: Rumi, Mira, and Zoey sit on the roof of a traditional Korean building with slates, eat from their skewers, and drink from cans while talking amongst each other.]
Celine Kim




CHAPTER 2

ANCIENT HUNTERS

When designing the ancient demon hunters and the opening sequence of the film, visual development artist Won Sul Hyun dove into his personal archives, channeling the memories of his mother, a Korean shaman. “Much of it was a metaphorical illustration drawn directly from my unique, formative memories of her, witnessing her incredibly charismatic and spiritual performances during Gut, ceremonies filled with live music, driven by the powerful rhythms of Korean percussion,” he recalls. The colors he chose are inspired by “Arirang,” a beloved Korean folk song, and the visual motif of the sam taegeuk, a symbol which portrays that “blue represents Sky, light of hope and truth; red represents Earth, the breath of life; yellow represents Humanity, radiant with dignity and motion. Together, the sam taegeuk turns, revealing a triad: Sky, Earth and Humanity in harmonious balance – three forces moving as one,” he adds. Character designer Marion Bordeyne also sought authenticity in her work on the ancient hunters, “weaving armor and hanbok together, and working from the Obangsaek (the traditional Korean colors) to build a palette unique to the hunters.”

[image: Three sketches of ancient hunters in billowy robes with wide sleeves. The hunters wield bows and arrows, spears, swords, and daggers.]
Won Sul Hyun

[image: Three images of a hooded figure holding an item with bells, a demon hunter in a hat and billowy clothes fighting demons in a forest, and three demon hunters in hats, billowy clothes, and hand-held fans performing in the center of a square and creating a barrier with their movements around the people.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

HUNTERS THROUGH THE AGES

Traveling through history, other hunters found fandom for their popular music and fashion sense while they too worked to protect the human world from demons. The mythology of the film presents the idea that “Hunters are more than warriors. Our music ignites the soul, and brings people together. With this connection, the first hunters created a shield to protect our world, the Honmoon. Every generation, a new trio of Hunters is chosen to fulfill our ultimate duty.”

[image: Five sketches of hunters in billowy robes, long, wide sleeves, and hats.]
Marion Bordeyne

[image: Four sketches of demon hunters in the 1600s, 1800s, 1950s, and 1990s. In all periods, the hunters wore colorful and fashionable clothes and carried weapons.]
Ami Thompson

[image: The fashion of demon hunters in the 1920s, 1940s, 1960s, and 1980s. In the 1920s, the demon hunters wear long dresses. In the 1940s, the demon hunters wore knee-length dresses with a flared skirt. In the 1960s, the demon hunters wore trousers and miniskirts. In the 1980s, the demon hunters wore shorts, tights, and suspenders.]
Marion Bordeyne

THE HONMOON

The development of the Honmoon as a barrier between the human and demon worlds was a challenge made for animation to solve. The importance of music in the film’s mythology added another sensory level to the Honmoon’s existence, inviting visual representations of sound to inspire specific design choices when it comes to the magic of this world. From spectral webs and waves of light to interpretations of the dancheong (Korean flower motifs), the visualization of the Honmoon required creative collaboration from artistic and technical angles to craft the perfect balance of sight, sound and spirituality to this crucial story element, making it “a new kind of magical-girl moment, but one that’s deeply mixed with Korean heritage,” says character designer Euni Cho.

[image: Three images depict the development of the Honmoon as a floral motif with the help of colorful, swirling lines.]
Euni Cho

[image: Two images of three people singing onstage and making the Honmoon strong around them, and a person standing on a platform and checking their phone, separated from the demons under their feet by the Honmoon.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

[image: An aerial view of Honmoon, a dome-shaped barrier with colorful, swirling lines, spreading into an area.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

[image: A sketch of a demon hunter swinging and circling their weapon to form a circular floral motif of Honmoon. An accompanying image depicts a swirling Honmoon becoming a solid floral motif, which then splits into two semicircular motifs.]
Simon Baek

[image: A sketch of a demon hunter rising from the ground with their arms spread wide and wearing clothes with large sleeves. Colorful streaks of light surround them. In one of their arms, they hold a scepter.]
Dave Bleich




CHAPTER 3

SUNLIGHT SISTERS

The Sunlight Sisters were a band of hunters/musicians prior to HUNTR/X. This trio’s genealogy carried forward into Rumi, as her mother Mi-Yeong was part of this group until her untimely death, when Rumi was an infant. From that point forward, fellow Sunlight Sister Celine raised Rumi and helped train HUNTR/X for the duty that befell them. Character designer Euni Cho explains that the “Sunlight Sister” phase of Celine’s life shows her to be “all-in on a girly, over-the-top, bubbly look” designed primarily by Marion Bordeyne, based on the Korean idol groups from the early 2000s, accessorized with neon blues, magenta, cute star hairpins and fuzzy pom-poms as hair ties.

[image: The three members of Sunlight Sisters strike different poses. An accompanying poster features the members of the Sunlight Sisters, with the band name written in Korean and English.]
Nacho Molina, Euni Cho

[image: Three members of a band perform onstage in front of the cameras with bright lights in the background.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

CELINE

Although Rumi was raised by her mother’s fellow warrior / Sunlight Sister Celine, their relationship exudes tension for most of the film. “There was so much misguided hope and misunderstanding between Celine and Rumi. They both wanted the other person to be something they just couldn’t be,” notes writer Hannah McMechan. Producer Michelle Wong describes their relationship as toxic, stemming from Celine’s opinion that Rumi needs to hide her half-demon side, setting up the dynamic that “cultural and parental expectations are traumatic when you are not accepted for who you are,” Wong says. “There is so much unsaid and untold history between Celine and Rumi that finding the right balance of how much to reveal on screen became one of the toughest challenges,” recalls editor Nathan Schauf.

On the flip side, designing Celine was one of Ami Thompson’s favorite assignments, as the evolution of her character ranged from the “cool older sister” to “a retired celebrity who loved reminiscing her glory days,” ending in the realm of “mature and responsible.” Celine’s depth carries through in her animation, moving with stoicism, “and clearly formidable herself, having gone through all the same training as our film’s heroes,” explains animation director Joshua Beveridge. “We wanted to make clear within her performance that she too was carrying the weight of her repressions, that her lifelong beliefs while firm were taking their toll on her as well,” he adds.

[image: Celine has long hair with grey streaks and wears a blazer, large earrings, a chunky watch, and bracelets.]
Ami Thompson

[image: Sketches of Celine with short hair that has grey and blonde streaks, wearing a miniskirt, blazer, and jewelry. In one of the sketches, Rumi sulks next to Celine.]
Ami Thompson




CHAPTER 4

HUNTR/X

The title characters in KPop Demon Hunters are the musical group HUNTR/X in contemporary times, following in the footsteps of a long tradition, according to the film’s mythology. “Rumi, Mira and Zoey are HUNTR/X, the most recent iteration of women who secretly use music, song and dance as a way to connect the human spirit and protect the world from the threat of demons,” notes writer/director Chris Appelhans. “We were inspired by shamanism that has existed in Korea for hundreds of years,” adds writer/director Maggie Kang, bringing that rich heritage into current times by highlighting the way K-pop translates out beyond Korean culture to connect fans in today’s world, with a bit of superhero energy added for good measure. HUNTR/X has a mission to protect the Honmoon, “the barrier between the human and demon worlds that is powered by the fans. The stronger the fandom, the stronger the Honmoon: if there’s a weak spot, demons can slip through the cracks,” explains head of story Ryan Savas.

[image: A sketch of Rumi, Mira, and Zoey in front of Celine, who is standing under a large tree with colorful ribbons hanging from the branches.]
Won Sul Hyun

[image: Rumi, Mira, and Zoey walk toward Celine, who is standing under a large tree with colorful ribbons hanging from the branches.]
Simon Baek

Under the direction of production designer Mingjue Helen Chen, the look of HUNTR/X “leans into the magical girl anime influence, which shaped a lot of the film’s proportions and stylization,” explains character art director Scott Watanabe. The art team worked hard to find the right balance of “anime versus realistic” approaches to lashes, makeup, hair, expressions and other vital elements in the HUNTR/X visual language. These details play into the lightness or drama of a scene, adding a unique level of characterization to the already intriguingly complex personalities and storylines of the female leads. Because writer/director Maggie Kang’s storyboards depicted a lot of energy and comical expression as inspired by manhwa (Korean comics) and anime, the crew “even considered switching to 2D animation for some of the more comical expressions at one point to really hit the exaggerated emotes the girls did, and this exploration expanded all the way into the final design,” adds character designer Ami Thompson.

[image: Two images of demon hunters wearing colorful, long-sleeved clothes with stiff shoulder padding and wielding hand-held fans that produce colorful streaks of light. One of the hunters has one of her eyes glowing golden.]
Ami Thompson, (logo) Celine Kim

[image: Rumi, Mira, and Zoey saunter down a walkway during a performance in a large stadium. Rumi has a long sword on her back.]
Mingjue Helen Chen

[image: A sketch features the members of the Huntrix in pink and black bodysuits and jewelry, striking different poses.]
Marion Bordeyne

[image: A demon hunter in short shorts, a crop jacket, blue hair, and blue sunglasses applies makeup while kicking a demon.]
Ami Thompson

MANIFESTING THE TRIO

Bringing HUNTR/X to life, the animation team worked hard to move them as a cohesive unit but also allow the girls to be uniquely entertaining. “We’re pretty proud of how far we were able to push all three girls’ range in action and comedy without undermining them as glamorous pop stars with sincere, emotionally grounded presence. They all draw from the same extremely broad anime influences and had to be incredibly trained and proficient, both on stage and in combat. We’re watching the best of the best having fun and in their prime playing with their proficiency,” notes animation director Joshua Beveridge. In portraying them as individuals, “their height differences helped slightly but their character attitude, shape theories, fashion influences and imagined backgrounds helped the most,” he adds.

[image: Two sketches of two girls rushing toward a third girl and pulling her into a tight hug, and three girls and a woman standing behind a food counter in a restaurant, with one of the girls holding her palms out to an older woman behind the counter.]
Ami Thompson

[image: Zoey, Rumi, and Mira wear colorful crop tops with shoulder pads, carry their weapons, and pose for the camera.]
Scott Watanabe

HUNTR/X serves as a family of sorts, especially for Rumi, filling a gap that was ripped open when her warrior mother was killed, at a time when Rumi was just a baby. “The trio each come from broken families, lonely upbringings where they never felt like they truly belonged anywhere, and so they really need this group to be their safe place,” notes writer/director Maggie Kang.

[image: Two sketches of Zoey, Rumi, and Mira in stylish outfits with their weapons, and a sketch of Rumi sitting on the floor, playing a guitar, and singing.]
Scott Watanabe

[image: Zoey, eating cup noodles, Mira, and Rumi stare at the subject in front of them.]
Ami Thompson

WEAPONS

When battling demons, weaponry is a key part of the arsenal which means great attention was given to providing HUNTR/X with the right tools. Inspiration for weapon designs is grounded in the traditional tools of the mudang (Korean shaman) such as bells, swords and daggers … but with a bit of magical flourish. “I always pictured their weapons infused with musical energy: colorful, iridescent and flowing like liquid light – visualized music bars or notes oozing and trailing from their movements, like a natural fusion of performance and spiritual power,” says character designer Ami Thompson. While the unique weapons were mainly conceived by character designer Euni Cho, they also feature delicate etchings crafted by production designer Mingjue Helen Chen, who channeled dancheong inspiration into her work.

Rumi’s battle weapon is a Sain-geom, aka the “Four Tiger Sword,” which art director Celine DaHyeu Kim felt strongly about assigning to the leader of HUNTR/X. “It’s a very specific sword only made in Korea for ceremonial purposes. It was made in the year of the tiger, the month of the tiger, day of the tiger and the time of the tiger,” she explains. Mira battles demons using a Gok-do aka “Curved Moon Sword,” which is grounded in the Gaya Confederacy and delivers on the one-of-a-kind spear-like weapon that writer/director Maggie Kang had envisioned. “Its tall, sweeping form echoes her figure and towering presence on the battlefield, giving her a commanding, heroic silhouette,” notes Cho. Zoey fights with Shin-kal aka “Spirit Blades,” and “their rounder, bubblier shape reflected Zoey’s own character, while also feeling uniquely Korean,” Cho continues.

When in motion, the HUNTR/X weapons fulfill their tasks with strength as well as magical flourish. Two particular effects came into consideration: one portrayal is a string of dancheong flowers that follows the swing of Rumi’s sword. “It felt like such a beautiful way to connect her power with Korean culture, and at the same time, it also carried that ‘magical girl’ quality – dramatic, sparkling and iconic in a way that feels larger than life,” explains Cho. The other concept that ended up in the film involves Honmoon threads fused with sound waves. “We asked Euni to take inspiration from cymatics, which are incredible sound visualizations. These inspired the Honmoon design and the girls’ weapon effects, both of which are meant to feel like an extension of the Hunter’s voices and their sonic superpowers,” explains writer/director Chris Appelhans.

[image: Four weapons with iridescent blades: A sword with a broad blade and a jagged, curved tip, a sword with a thin blade, two short blades, and a crescent moon-shaped blade on a staff.]
[image: Sketches of swirls of colorful light formed at the tip of Rumi’s fingers and her blade, which spread around her, and form a protective dome with floral motifs around the members of the Huntrix.]
NORIGAE

[image: Rumi swings her blade fiercely, causing simmering bands of colorful light to form around her.]
The girls each sport norigae, meaningful charms that are displayed in belts, on earrings or necklaces, inspired by decoration on hanbok (traditional Korean garment). Although early development concepts gave the norigae some functionality, such as summoning weapons for the girls, their ultimate purpose is fashionable, reflecting a blend of traditional and modern sensibilities. Rumi

[image: The norigae of Rumi, Mira, and Zoey consist of knotted and braided strings, tassels, and charms. Rumi’s norigae is purple, Mira’s is pink, and Zoey’s is golden.]
Euni Cho

[image: The basic template of a norigae consists of braided strings at the top, butterfly, cubion, or roundy charms in the middle, and tassels at the bottom. There are two variations, with four norigae in each variation, each consisting of the elements in the basic template in different colors.]
(left) Simon Baek, (all others) Euni Cho
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