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Postscript: Remaking East Asia

In April 2004, I invited Roy Lee to meet with the audience after a screening of The Ring (2002) at the University of Illinois. I had my own selfish reasons for the arrangement. Wrapping up this book about the “non-Hollywood,” I felt the urgent need for a glimpse into the ways Hollywood interacts with its “other.” My studies in this book are mainly from the perspective of “the other side,” which I believe is necessary for a non-Eurocentric understanding of transnational visuality. References from “this side,” however, can only further our understanding of the mechanisms of transnationalism. Overemphasis on multidirectional, instead of unidirectional, flows of cultural production can be misleading. If all cultural productions were interconnected, deterritorialized, and freely exchanged, then Hollywood would have been dispersed and would have lost its special interests deeply rooted in American hegemony. The biggest irony is that the more transnational national cinemas become, the more dominant Hollywood is. Only through a balanced inquiry of both the cultural interconnectedness and the continuously uneven development of world cinema can we understand how transnationalism has shaped an increasingly bipolarized world.

Roy Lee was the most appropriate source for my inquiry. Surprisingly humble and pleasant, Roy Lee nevertheless exuded a calm and confidence that befitted his status as a rising star among Hollywood power brokers. A second-generation Korean American, Lee can easily relate his success to transnationalism: getting a good American education, going to law school, becoming a professional with a respectable, stable income, and utilizing his East Asian background when opportunities strike. He discovered and then introduced the Japanese film Ringu (1998) to DreamWorks, which agreed to buy the remake rights from Ringu’s director, Nakata Hideo, for $1.2 million. Directed by Gore Verbinski, the remake cost DreamWorks another $40 million, a hefty amount for any East Asian film but a meager figure compared to the typical cost of $100 million to $250 million for a Hollywood summer blockbuster. The film proved to be a phenomenal success, raking in $130 million domestically and $230 million worldwide. Ironically, Ringu, which was the highest-grossing Japanese film, made $6.6 million in Japan, while its remake, The Ring, earned $8.3 million in only the first two weeks on the Japanese market.1 The success of The Ring gave Roy Lee instant credibility, which resulted in a series of remakes of East Asian films. Nakata continued to march into Hollywood, having two more of his films remade: Dark Water (2002 [Japan] and 2005 [United States]) and Chaos (1999 [Japan] and in production [United States]). He was also asked to direct The Ring 2, the sequel to The Ring. Another Japanese filmmaker, Shimizu Takashi, found similar success: he directed The Grudge (2004), the remake of Ju-on: The Grudge (2000—2003), a series of direct-to-video Japanese thrillers he developed. The Grudge was as profitable as The Ring, dominating the box office for three consecutive weeks in late October 2004. Overall, the number of East Asian remakes by Hollywood since 2002 is stunning. Suffice it to mention Shall We Dance (1997 [Japan] and 2004 [United States]), My Sassy Girl (2001 [Korea] and in production in the United States), My Wife Is a Gangster (2001 [Korea] and in production in the United States), Infernal Affairs (2002 [Hong Kong] and 2006 [United States; under the title, The Departed]), and The Eye (2003 [Hong Kong] and in production in the United States). Most of these films were or are being produced by Roy Lee, who is now fittingly dubbed the “king of remakes.”

Hollywood has a long history of remaking commercially successful foreign films. Previous remakes were mostly based on European films, but there were East Asian precedents as well. Kurosawa’s The Seven Samurai (1954), for example, was remade as a Western, The Magnificent Seven (1960). None of the previous remaking trends, however, could match the current fashion of remaking East Asian films for scale, intensity, publicity, or profit. There are various explanations of this phenomenon, but every explanation has in various degrees been rebutted. Some attribute the trend to East Asia’s rich supernatural tradition as represented in the eighteenth-century Japanese short-story collection Tales of Moonlight and Rain (Ugetsu Monogatari), part of which became the base for the acclaimed film Kwaidan, made by Kobayashi Masaki in 1964. Indeed, there is a certain aura in Japanese ghost fiction and films, filled with women’s grudges against men who deserted or injured them. Unlike most ghost stories in the West, which seek moments of shock and harmless thrills, the Japanese ghost stories tend to allow the aura to linger, permeate, or literally haunt the audience rather than shock and thrill it. But there is another side to the contemporary Japanese ghost films. As John Chua aptly points out in his PhD dissertation on the horror film as a genre, what makes Ringu adaptable is its already Americanized features: the American suburban lifestyle, the strong-minded yet vulnerable female as the “final girl,” unambiguous sexuality, and thrilling yet unthreatening horror. These features met DreamWorks’ demand to make The Ring a profitable PG-13 film instead of an R-rated film, which is almost synonymous with box office disaster. Chua further notes that Nakata’s Ringu was already a remake of a 1995 film that is much darker, horrifying, and sexually ambiguous. The biggest difference is in the gender identity of the ghost:


Sadako, the victim-turned-ghost who kills those people who have seen her apparition, is revealed in the original story to be a hermaphrodite. She becomes a ghost because a doctor rapes her, then kills her upon discovering her dual sexuality. The original story also suggests that Sadako telepathically motivates her rapist to kill her, a different if not politically incorrect idea to incorporate within American narratives. This frank sexual ambiguity and erotic violence, described relatively graphically as flashbacks in the novel and shown onscreen in the first movie adaptation, would be much too vivid for mainstream American audiences.2


Without ambiguity, be it psychological or sexual, there would not have been aura. After all, aura is something that cannot be safely contained or explained away in modern rationality, something that one can vaguely feel but can hardly locate or identify.3 If there is ever an “aura” in Japanese ghost films, it is self-consciously filtered out in Nakata’s and Shimizu’s remakes. In this sense Ringu was already Hollywoodized before it was remade into The Ring.

Since the current remaking trend includes not only the horror genre but also comedy and action films, the linkage between the East Asian supernatural aura and the success of remakes is further disputable. Some have attempted other explanations. Mark Cousins, for example, contends that the art of commercial cinema has been perfected in the hands of the East Asian disciples of Hollywood:


Dark Water, The Eye and The Ring films—also being updated in the US—unnerved Hollywood because they beat it at its own game. They found new, subtle, inventive ways of doing what producers in southern California have spent a century perfecting: jangling audiences’ nervous systems.4


The “new, subtle” ways Cousins refers to include slow building of tension, hinting at unseen horrors, and using sound more evocatively. Cousins is right in suggesting that the current remaking trend should not be regarded as an isolated phenomenon: East Asian cinema’s creative imitation of Hollywood is based on East Asia’s long history of film industries whose accumulation of talents and artistic expressions is finally being recognized and exploited.

We must note, however, that there is a profound Orientalism in Cousins’s enthusiasm in the recent success of East Asian cinema. “Each of the latest new wave of Asian films,” Cousins comments, “is highly decorated, tapestry-like, with an emphasis on detail, visual surface, colour and patterning, and centered on a woman, or feminized men.”5 What Cousins has in mind are such films as Zhang Yimou’s Hero and House of Flying Daggers, Wong Kar-wai’s 2046, and Koreeda Hirokazu’s Nobody Knows (2004). To Cousins, these films display a collective “Asian aesthetic”—exotic, erotic, feminine, seductive, and decorative—that makes Asian films attractive to American audiences through either direct theatrical releases in North America or remakes. We can certainly put a positive spin on Cousins’s assertion, emphasizing that the attractiveness of the “Asian aesthetic” paradoxically exposes the inherent racial or sexual discrimination and the tendency to exoticize the other in Hollywood cinema. But the critique of Hollywood’s “othering” strategy only reinforces and endorses Cousins’s generalization, which is not correct in the first place. Asian cinema is not exclusively feminine. Suffice it to mention Kitano Takeshi’s stoicism, John Woo’s “aesthetics of violence,” Chow Yun-fat’s coolness in his trademark gun-wielding image, Hou Hsiao-hsien’s masculine heroism, and Jiang Wen’s worship of revolutionary sublime. These directors and actors have either entered Hollywood or become darlings of film festivals. If we follow Cousins’s generalizing logic, shall we say Hollywood has been masculinized by East Asian films?

There is another major problem in Cousins’s argument: he speaks indiscriminately of popular East Asian films and Hollywood remakes of East Asian films, while the differences between these two forms of film cannot be bigger. East Asian films star East Asian performers who speak in their native tongues. The requirement of subtitling makes these films a mainstay in North American art theaters, with the rare exception of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Hero, and Takeshi Kitano’s Zatoichi (2004). The remakes, on the other hand, rely on the star power of non-Asian actresses and actors such as Naomi Watts (The Ring and The Ring Two), Sarah Michelle Gellar (The Grudge), Richard Gere and Jennifer Lopez (Shall We Dance), and Matt Damon and Leonardo DiCaprio (The Departed, remake of Infernal Affairs), who speak English and stay comfortably in American or Americanized East Asian settings. The most ironic arrangement is in The Grudge, which, despite the setting in Japan, stars Buffy’s Sarah Michelle Gellar as an expatriate American social worker. As Roy Lee told me, Andy Lau, a megastar in Hong Kong, wanted a role, however minor, in the remade Infernal Affairs, but it simply was not possible to insert an Asian face in the scenes of Boston mafia. From the original to the remake, the switch of ethnicity should not be overlooked. Inherent in the switch is ethnic stereotyping, if not outright racism, in a country that ironically is made up of multiple ethnicities. What has been remade is not only the story but also ethnicity. While the originals are ethnically specific, albeit Hollywoodized, representations, the remakes are completely severed from the original ethnic soil and become solely the product of Hollywood. The remakes, therefore, have nothing to do with the supernatural aura, the long development of East Asian cinemas, or the peculiarly “Asian” aesthetic based on cultural and ethnic specifics.

The question remains unanswered: why has remaking East Asian films become such a popular trend at the turn of the millennium? Conversations with Roy Lee yielded several interesting clues from which I finally was able to draw a conclusion. First of all, Lee mentioned several times that he did not have a particular interest in Asian horror films. All he saw was market potentials. If East Asian remakes become no longer profitable, he would easily switch to other venues for his film productions. Second, Lee emphasized repeatedly how cheap it was to make films in East Asia. East Asian filmmakers were all happy to sell the remake rights to Hollywood, for the fee paid by Hollywood studios (albeit a small portion of the cost of remaking the pictures) would most likely recoup what they originally spent on making the films. Third, Lee did not need to search hard for profitable East Asian films. The films came to him: filmmakers sent him videos, and they even asked him to read their scripts before their films went into production. It is thus not exaggerating to say that many East Asian films aiming at commercial success now have a built-in “remaking mentality” that self-consciously measures themselves against the Hollywood standard. Fourth, all of the originals of Lee’s films had been tested well in East Asian cinema markets: The Ring, The Grudge, The Sassy Girl, and Infernal Affairs were megahits in East Asia. Lee’s trust in the testing effect of East Asian markets reveals an assumption that North America and East Asia share the same patterns of consumption. Cinema consumption used to follow a unidirectional trail of popularity: whatever proved successful in North America would surely be welcomed in East Asia as long as those countries opened their markets to Hollywood. Now, thanks to transnationalism, the trail has traffic from both directions: whatever proved successful in East Asia would most likely succeed in North America as long as the original ethnicity is changed to that of Caucasian.

Having considered all important factors, we can now conclude that the current remaking fad corresponds to East Asia’s new status as the world’s production center. As much as computer chips, flat-panel screens, automobile parts, DVD players, and almost entire Wal-Mart inventories are increasingly being produced out of Taiwan, China, South Korea, and Japan, the film industry is slowly but steadily shifting its production to East Asia. This observation might sound outrageous for some, because Hollywood products are still mainly the result of collaborations among American corporations, directors, performers, and other supporting casts. But we must remember that film production is a long and complicated process. The big studio must begin with an idea, which is then developed into a prospectus before the studio is committed to hiring an expensive scriptwriter, who will then go through numerous rewrites before the script ever enters the
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