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  LET THE GAMES BEGIN


  Strung tightly like roller-coaster trains, the nine episodes of Squid Game beckon us for a wild ride. Once the trains depart the station, a dizzying diorama captivates your eyes and ears with feigned merriment. As the gyrations come to a halt, vertiginous riders leave the station holding their churning stomach. They are terrified as much as intoxicated by the revolting quiver. The tense emotional thrill of Squid Game would not have been produced without the consummate artistry and exhaustive labor of the people working in the Korean film and drama industry. From novice production staffs to drivers who transported truckloads of cameras, each and every one of them deserves a standing ovation. This chapter will focus on the career paths of many of the seminal players who breathed Squid Game into being. Artistic director Chae Kyoung-sun, music director Jung Jae-il, and the key actors who are now globally recognized figures all enthused about this riveting drama, but we’ll begin with the person who played this game harder and longer than anyone: Hwang Dong-hyuk.


  THE DIRECTOR


  Hwang Dong-hyuk claims he lost six teeth from stress while making Squid Game. Yet through that stress, the director and screenwriter somehow fused the creativity of all his collaborators into a dramatic island prison world of haunting music, cartoonish architecture, and grotesquely beautiful sets, all with base human longing and the will to survive at its core. According to Squid Game’s lead actor, Lee Jung-jae:



   Hwang is someone who always tries out new genres and tells different stories. Squid Game seems to be a culmination of everything he has previously produced. Squid Game features the intricate interpersonal feelings shown in My Father, an edgy and frightening story as in Silenced, jolly and humorous moments as in Miss Granny, and a profound theme as in The Fortress. It felt like he wanted to show off all his skills in Squid Game.1




  True to Lee’s appraisal, Hwang’s film career is marked by versatility. From family melodrama to crime comedy to somber war saga to a petrifying social problem film, Hwang transcends genre. Like director Ang Lee, who has helmed everything from Taiwanese family dramas to Hulk, Hwang’s interests contain multitudes of subjects. Although his film career has not been as celebrated as fellow South Korean auteur directors Bong Joon-ho, Park Chan-wook, and Kim Ji-woon, just to name a few, Hwang’s multiplicity of styles synthesizes in Squid Game.


  Hwang’s directorial debut came with My Father (2007), for which he wrote the script as well—a long-lasting professional habit that extended to the making of Squid Game. Based on the real-life story of Korean adoptee Aaron Bates, the film follows Bates on his search for his biological father, who ends up being a convicted murderer serving a life sentence. My Father works with one of the most enduring features of Korean narrative—the honorable quest for reconciliation of divided families. Although the film illustrated Hwang’s craftmanship as a storyteller, it disappointed at the box office. In a 2017 interview, Hwang said, “There was pressure to make an impressive debut. There were many aspects I could not do as I wished.”2 The film’s failure put Hwang in a precarious situation, forcing him to move back in with his mother, just like the Player 456—an experience Hwang undoubtedly drew from for the script of Squid Game.


  Hwang followed his first film with another docudrama based on another real-life event, Silenced (Dogani, 2011). But in contrast to the heartwarming tone of My Father, here he chose a disturbing incident that had rattled South Korean society a few years earlier: the sexual abuse of deaf and mute minors at Gwangju Inhwa School, a school for students with special needs. Like his previous work, Hwang wrote the script himself, and his direction creates a probing exposé of how powerless children, who literally cannot speak up for themselves, fall prey to physical and sexual abuse by a staff entrusted with educating and protecting them. In selecting their prey, the principal and fellow teachers at the school intentionally target students without capable legal guardians. Not just the school but other institutions, from the police to the church to the judiciary system, all impaired by corruption, fail to bring justice to the victimized minors. “My main goal was to reawaken people’s attention to the incident,”3 Hwang shared in an interview, recalling how his film, which opened to critical acclaim, was able to bring about actual social change. Partially due to the incendiary outcry the film created in the public, the so-called Dogani Law came into effect in South Korea on November 17, 2011, decreeing that anyone accused of sexually abusing disabled minors under the age of thirteen may be sentenced to life in prison.


  The director’s interest in the rights of the disenfranchised sheds light on the genesis of Squid Game. Although the Netflix megahit exhibits a much more nuanced portrayal of the powerless, who are at the same time also conniving, violent, and cruel, it was in Silenced that Hwang cultivated his vision of cinema’s responsibility to expose social ailments as viscerally as possible. Philosopher Slavoj Žižek critiqued Squid Game as being a compliant endorser of capitalism while parading as anticapitalist. While this clever diagnosis may present an intriguing reading of the show (Netflix is a capitalist platform, and the show has certainly given the company a high return on their investment), obviously Žižek is unaware of Squid Game’s ideological roots, which harken back to Silenced—Hwang’s cinematic turning point that laid the ground for the director to fully confront how capitalist commodification and transaction of life eat away at humanity. Squid Game arrived in front of so many eyes due to the capitalist enterprise Netflix, but it’s still a morality play on a massive scale seen by a huge swath of the globe.


  Silenced also forged a working relationship between Hwang and some of the actors who would appear in Squid Game a decade later. Kim Joo-ryung (Player 212) appears both calculating yet vulnerable in Squid Game, yet in Silenced she is a less complex villain who, without any remorse, participates in covering up her colleagues’ sexual abuse; Lee Sang-hee (Player 017, aka the glass master), makes a brief appearance as a car mechanic in Silenced; Park Hye-jin (Sang-woo’s mom), a warm and caring motherly figure in Squid Game, plays the terror-inspiring wife of the school principal who denies the horrific abuse of minors in Silenced. But the most notable reversal of roles comes with Gong Yu, the enigmatic man in Squid Game who invites Player 456 to the games at the metro station; in Silenced, Gong Yu is the dignified leading man, a young teacher who carries out a lonely fight against the corrupt society.


  This thread between Silenced and Squid Game extends to the thematic level: in addition to exposing the gross failure of the society to protect its minors, both films lay bare the harrowing effects of a surveillance society. In Silenced, the principal of the school perversely captures sexual abuse on hidden cameras; in Squid Game, the counterpart is extensive use of surveillance, monitoring every movement of the players and the guards. Both films feature male protagonists’ troubled relationships with their elderly mothers while themselves being absent father figures in their young daughters’ lives. But the most compelling parallel between Silenced and Squid Game rests within the schizophrenic doubling of consciousness embodied in the figure of twins—a central motif that runs through Hwang’s films. The chief abusers of disabled minors in Silenced are identical twin brothers, one of whom raped children while the other turned a blind eye; their indistinguishable looks confuse young victims when they are asked to identify the offender during the trial. In Hwang’s later works, the casting of literal twins sublimates into figurative twins with opposite traits who in essence are split sides of the same entity. As will be seen in chapter 3, figurative twins become a hallmark device for Hwang, a way to stage the intricate moral dilemmas inside all of us.


  In 2014, Hwang directed Miss Granny (Susanghan geunyeo), the first commercially successful film in his career. According to the director, he wanted to make a movie that “people in their 70s and 80s, who have never been to movies before, can easily enjoy with their grandchildren.”4 Far from the revolting exposé of Silenced, this family comedy centers on a grandma, Oh Mal-sun, who often irks and annoys her family with her garrulous and overpowering personality. Although Mal-sun is a tough lady who has survived widowhood and single parenthood despite enormous hardship, she has a tender heart. The film gains narrative momentum when Mal-sun magically transforms into an adorable yet vagarious young woman who retains the personality traits of a grandma. Her uncanny rejuvenation wreaks havoc in the lives of her son’s family, who ultimately come to understand and love her when she returns to her senior self. Distributed by CJ ENM, the film attracted 8.6 million viewers in Korea and was remade in China, Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, and Indonesia, to further commercial success.


  Though it may seem to be a harmless family comedy, the film grapples with the conundrums of an aging society, a concern that resurfaces in Squid Game. Miss Granny’s opening scene takes place in a university seminar room where students discuss their bias against senior citizens. The professor leading the discussion is Mal-sun’s son, a gerontologist caught between his bossy mother and his disgruntled wife, whose mutual strife creates a minor war zone in his home. Casting a senior citizen as the protagonist in Miss Granny finds a parallel in Squid Game with Oh Il-nam, Player 001, as the central catalyst with a stunning character reversal. Both present the elderly as true masterminds who shape the course of young people’s lives. Hwang offers no easy solutions to the problem of the elderly being less powerful physically yet having more ability to manipulate systems where their concerns are no longer central.


  Both works feature animated music boxes to create an ambivalent mood that obfuscates the boundaries between fantasy and reality, along with the horror and laughter that emerge from the co-presence of a grandmother and a young woman in the same body (more on this in chapter 3). Both also toy with the cliffhanger, a trope typical of K-drama: Miss Granny features an avid K-drama fan tortured with a tantalizing ending, while Hwang invoked the conventional dramatic device in every episode
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