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A Note on Sources, Method, and Names

The primary source for this book is the firsthand account of their time and experiences in North Korea by Shin Sang-Ok and Choi Eun-Hee. Shin and Choi have written several memoirs and articles about the years they spent working for Kim Jong-Il, which I have used as a starting point for the research and telling of this story, cross-checking dates and facts against other contemporary accounts, news archives, academic research, and original interviews. I have conducted nearly fifty original interviews with participants in the story as well as North Korean defectors, either involved in Shin and Choi’s own story or who simply lived in North Korea in the 1970s and 1980s and informed my description of that time. And while North Korea largely remains a mystery to outsiders, there are tools today that can help confirm or disprove information, such as Google Earth, used by many studying North Korea to locate buildings and landmarks described by those North Koreans who have escaped. Wherever possible I have traveled to the locales of the action: to South Korea, Austria, Germany, Hungary, Hong Kong, and, of course, North Korea.

Most of the physical descriptions in the text are taken from contemporary photographs or footage. Dialogue is only in quotes if quoted in an original source, such as Shin and Choi’s memoirs. On occasion, I have shortened dialogue, but I have made rigorous efforts not to excise elements that would alter the intended meaning or tone. Where dialogue was available from several different sources, I chose the translation that seems most accurate and natural in the context, or found the original source and commissioned a new translation from a professional native speaker. My own Korean is extremely rudimentary, so any errors of judgment are, of course, entirely my own.

It has become a truism about accounts of North Korea that, because of the DPRK’s isolation and lack of transparency, each story must be taken at the teller’s word. I have endeavored to corroborate facts wherever it was possible to do so. A more detailed discussion of the process employed to verify Mr. Shin and Madame Choi’s personal version of the facts can be found at the end of this book.

Korean names are written with the surname first, followed by the personal name: for example, Kim is the family name, Jong-Il the first name. As there is no fixed style regarding spelling (Kim Jong-Il has sometimes been transliterated as Kim Chong-Il, and Choi Eun-Hee as Choe Un-Hui), I have chosen the most common spellings for all names involved. When there was any doubt, I tried to write the names in the most natural, readable way for a Western reader.

Until the early twentieth century, Koreans traditionally made no use of family names. It was the Japanese empire, when it colonized the peninsula, that legally required Koreans to do so. The vast majority of Koreans, seeing an opportunity to enhance the perceived prestige of their lineage, chose one of a handful of family names—Kim, Lee, Park, Pak, Shin—associated with the country’s landed nobility, so that today only about 270 surnames are shared by over seventy-five million Koreans. Any people appearing here with the same surname are not related, unless specifically indicated.
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Introduction

August 1982

The last thing Shin Sang-Ok remembered was sitting in his cell, unable to feel his own heartbeat, too weak to move or stand. He had been held in a North Korean detention center for almost two years, crammed inside a solitary cell barely big enough to lie down in, with one tiny slit of a window high up on the wall and thick steel bars across it. Bugs teemed through cracks in the floor. Except for a thirty-minute lunch break, a ten-minute supper, and a thirty-minute “sunning” period in the prison yard, he was required to sit in the exact same position all day, head bowed and motionless, absolutely stock-still, or suffer even greater punishment.

He had been on a hunger strike for five days when he lost consciousness. Now, awakening in a prison infirmary, he struggled to breathe. The August air was hot and thick with humidity. A blinding headache blurred his thoughts. His mouth felt dry and metallic, and his stomach was seized with cramps. The simplest movement hurt.

“This guy is probably going to make it,” a voice said. “He just moved his toes.”

Shin blinked his eyes open. An investigator was standing by his bed, a high-ranking military officer at his side. A prison guard stood attentively behind them. The two men talked among themselves in agitated tones, never addressing Shin directly. After a short while, all three men left.

It was then that Shin became aware of another prisoner in the room. The convict pulled a chair up by Shin’s bed and brought him a tray of food. Shin knew him. He was a trusty, an inmate given charge of basic tasks around the prison—sweeping, mopping, serving food, and delivering messages—in exchange for more freedom and time out of his cell. Often a trusty was also a snitch; it was the way he had obtained his position and the way he kept it.

“Eat,” the trusty said.

Shin looked at the tray: rice soup, a bowl of stew, and an egg. By prison standards the food was luxurious. Shin turned it down anyway. When the trusty spooned some soup out of the bowl and tried to feed him, Shin pinched his mouth shut tight. “Take it,” the trusty insisted. “It will do you good. You need to eat.” The man persisted, and eventually Shin gave in. At first, the thought of food made him feel sick, but one taste and his hunger rushed back. He quickly devoured most of the meal but, in gratitude, left some of it for the trusty.

“What happened?” Shin asked.

“You missed roll call yesterday,” the trusty said. “I went to check on you and found you unconscious on the floor. You should have seen their faces. They were so scared they’d let you die. They sent for the doctor and he checked your pulse and had you taken here. They’ll be relieved to know you will live.”

The trusty eyed him carefully. “Now I really know you’re an important person. No one cares here if a prisoner dies. I went on hunger strike once. They told me that a man dies in ten days from hunger, a woman fifteen. It didn’t take me long to give in and start begging for food. I’ve heard of important prisoners on hunger strike being held down and force-fed through a funnel—they wouldn’t even do that for you. For the sake of your pride, they said. That’s how important you are.”

“Who was that officer?” Shin asked. “The stranger?”

It was the Minister of People’s Security, the trusty explained, the head of all law enforcement in the country. “That’s the first time I ever saw the Minister of People’s Security come all the way out to the prison just because some prisoner was starving to death. He raised all kinds of hell.”

“You must be joking.”

The trusty shook his head, deep in thought. “You must be very favored for them to care what happens to you. Do you know someone? Who do you know?”

Shin closed his eyes. He thought of the prison around him: of the inmates tapping on each other’s cell walls to communicate, of the ones suddenly and arbitrarily taken out to the yard to be executed, of their cruel and violent guards. For almost two years he had lived in brutal, meaningless captivity. Yet he didn’t know a single person in the entire country.

Shin Sang-Ok was fifty-five years old, divorced, with four children. He was the most famous filmmaker in his native South Korea, where he had made blockbusters, won every possible award, and rubbed shoulders with presidents. Four years earlier his ex-wife, Choi Eun-Hee, the most famous actress in South Korea, had disappeared while in Hong Kong, and when he went to find her he had been tricked and kidnapped. Now, after an initial period of less stringent house arrest, he was trapped in Prison Number 6, two hours outside of Pyongyang, North Korea.

No, Shin did not know anyone, and he still did not know why he had been taken. But he did know one thing.

He knew who had ordered his abduction.

In Pyongyang, miles away from the reeking cells and corridors of Prison Number 6, Kim Jong-Il knocked back his Hennessy, put the glass down, and watched as a waiter silently poured him a refill.

The party in full flow around him was one of the weekly banquets that Kim held for top members of the Workers’ Party Central Committee. The large, bright hall was decorated with an explosion of garish fake flowers and swiveling colored lights. At the tables laid out around the dancing area, party cadres and Central Committee officers were eating the finest food, both Western (lobster, steak, pastries) and Korean (including cold noodles, kimchi, boshintang or dog soup, shark-fin soup, jokbal or pig’s feet in soy sauce and spices, bears’ feet flown in from Russia). They drank cognac, champagne, soju (rice liquor), and other North Korean specialties such as ginseng wine, with the roots still twisting inside the bottle, and snake liquor, a thick, venomous asp infusing in each jar of grain alcohol. Beautiful young women, aged fifteen to twenty-two, moved across the hall, dancing, flattering, giggling. They wore revealing clothes and some of them gave massages; many would later perform sexual services for the guests. Known as the Gippeumjo, or Joy Brigade, the girls had been handpicked from schools across the country and trained, for up to six months, in manners, comportment, and sexual and massage techniques. While they served, they were banned from any contact with their families, who were rewarded handsomely for the privilege of having a daughter in such a favored position. It was said Kim Jong-Il selected all members of the Gippeumjo himself.

Musicians played a mix of North Korean and Russian folk songs as well as contemporary South Korean pop hits. Virtually all adult Korean males of the time smoked, and the air was thick with tobacco. After dinner the men would gamble—mah-jongg or blackjack—and dance the fox-trot, disco, or blues with the girls provided.

Kim sat at the head table. He had a plump, oval face, black eyes, a small mouth with full lips, and a wide, short nose. He wore square-shaped glasses, smaller than those for which he would later be famous, and favored gray or blue in his Mao-collared tunics, not the khaki he would adopt in the last decades of his life. He was five foot two but wore five-inch platform shoes and sported a tall, boyish bouffant hairstyle to disguise his small stature (the girls of the Joy Brigade were required to be five foot two or shorter, just in case). He was the son of Great Marshal Kim Il-Sung, military hero and founder and Supreme Leader of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Officially Jong-Il was the head of the Propaganda and Agitation Department and the director of its Movie and Arts Division, but while his father was still the country’s official leader, by 1982 Jong-Il had effectively taken control. Schoolchildren around the country were told he was kind, sensitive, and caring; and were taught to call him Dear Leader. He was forty-one years old, and the North Korean public had never heard his voice.

Usually Jong-Il was the heart and soul of these gatherings, boasting and telling dirty jokes, instructing the band, and generally enjoying the fawning deference of lackeys who jumped to their feet whenever he called.

But tonight Kim was preoccupied. He was thinking about motion pictures.

After the party, in the early hours of the morning, a handful of people would follow Kim, an insomniac, to one of his projection rooms and watch one of the new movies produced by the state-run studios. Over the last decade he had found the work of his film crews increasingly repetitive and dispiriting. These films were unlikely to hold the attention of his people for much longer, let alone impress the world abroad, which was his lifelong ambition. They were simply not good enough. Not yet, anyway. Four years earlier he had put in action a plan to remedy this problem, but that plan had stalled. He had treated his guests, Shin Sang-Ok and Choi Eun-Hee, so well, but they seemed determined not to play along.

For now. Less than six months later, Shin would surrender to Kim’s plans. And together, they would change the course of North Korean history.
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Reel One



A SENSE OF DESTINY


“The course of our lives can be changed by such little things. So many passing by, each intent on his own problems. So many faces that one might easily have been lost. I know now—nothing happens by chance. Every moment is measured, every step is counted.”

—Lisa (Joan Fontaine),
Letter from an Unknown Woman,
screenplay by Max Ophüls and
Howard E. Koch,
directed by Max Ophüls
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A Photograph on the Blue House Lawn
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Twenty Years Earlier



On May 16, 1962, Shin Sang-Ok was standing at the center of a party at the South Korean Presidential Residence. He was the talk of the evening—and, in that moment, of all of Seoul.

The reception was part of the closing ceremonies of the Seventh Asia-Pacific Film Festival, an annual competition to honor and give awards to Asia’s best films. Thirty-five years old and standing tall in his white tuxedo jacket, crisp white dress shirt, and black slacks, Shin was the guest of honor and the subject of excited whispers among the guests. Five years earlier none of the people on the lawn had known his name. Now he was the country’s hottest filmmaker, director of the biggest box-office hits of the previous two years. The critics loved him. His wife was the most beautiful and most famous actress in the nation. And tonight his new film, The Houseguest and My Mother, had won the Best Picture award at the festival, the first South Korean film to win the top prize in an international competition.

Shin shuffled his feet restlessly in the dry grass outside the Blue House. Once the royal garden of the Joseon dynasty, whose kings had ruled the peninsula for more than five hundred years, it was now the site of the presidential compound, a complex of traditional buildings with sloping blue-tiled roofs. The legendary tiles were individually baked in the sun in the old way and rumored to be strong enough to last for hundreds of years. The outskirts of the compound were, more pragmatically, protected by high walls and several checkpoints manned by units of national police and army guards. Very few outsiders were ever allowed inside the Blue House buildings. It was an honor just to stand on the grounds.

A few feet away from Shin, the photographer tinkered with his camera, getting the flash ready and the exposure levels right, as the other dignitaries arranged themselves in a line around Shin for the photo. There would be seven people in the photograph, but the real focus was on the three standing at the center: Shin; his wife of nine years, Choi Eun-Hee; and, between them, South Korea’s new president, General Park Chung-Hee.

President Park was forty-four years old, short, with shrewd, hooded dark eyes and large jug ears. He had taken power in a military coup exactly a year earlier, on May 16, 1961. Prior to that he, too, had been largely unknown to the guests mingling on what was now his front lawn, a second-rank general with a commendable military record and no political experience. But he had great ambitions for the country that he loved and that he had watched descend, over the fifteen years since its partition, into poverty, corruption, and chaos. He had grown up in the countryside in the very south, surrounded by simple, patriotic folk who wanted a government as disciplined and hardworking as they were. Once in office, his first act had been to arrest dozens of corrupt officials and businessmen and parade them through the streets of Seoul, with sandwich boards slung around their necks that proclaimed I AM A CORRUPT PIG! The move had won him the immediate adoration of the masses, as had his announcement of a new constitution to be ratified later in 1962, followed by presidential elections in 1963. He had been making many appearances like this one, raising his public profile and introducing himself to the key industries, cinema among them, that he planned to use to change South Korea’s image in the world. In most people’s minds South Korea was a sad, aid-dependent third world country with little to offer the wider world, but today’s award suggested much brighter possibilities. Accordingly, earlier that day, at the Seoul Civic Center, it had been Park who was onstage to hand the award for Best Picture to Shin and Choi.

The crowd had erupted into applause as Shin and Choi bounded up to the stage together. Shin had directed and produced the winning film, but Choi had starred in it, as in the majority of his other films. Shin was best known for his films about women (usually played by Choi) and made for women—the “rubber-shoed masses” living in Seoul and in the countryside provinces who made up South Korea’s most fervent cinema audience. Husband and wife were inseparable in the mind of the public, a glamour couple whose joint company, South Korea’s only film studio, Shin Film, and its logo of a flaming torch were immediately familiar to everyone.

Coming up to the stage Choi had walked ahead of her husband, a subtle indication of the modernity of this couple’s relationship. As she neared President Park she stopped and bowed deeply, going so far as to drop to one knee, a wry grin on her face. The president and his First Lady burst out laughing at her cheeky mimicry of obsequiousness. Behind her Shin reluctantly nodded his head forward, as little a movement as he could get away with. Recognition he liked; rubbing elbows with the powerful likewise. Bowing down to them—that made him feel distinctly uncomfortable. Maybe it had something to do with his deep distrust of politicians. He had, after all, grown up in a Korea that had been swallowed up into the Japanese empire, given up, by politicians, to be colonized after thirteen hundred years of sovereignty. When he turned seventeen he had left Korea to study in Japan, only to find on his return that he couldn’t go to his hometown anymore, because it was now, suddenly, in a completely different country, North Korea—all because of the maneuverings of politicians. Leftists, rightists, they were all the same to Shin, an ill to be borne and, if possible, taken advantage of.

Maybe it was that. Or maybe he just hated someone else being the center of attention.

On the lawn of the Blue House, Shin stretched his shoulders back and glanced over at Choi, talking with guests a few feet away. She was ravishing in a long dark dress, a cluster of ornamental jewelry drawing the eye to her breasts, as if the plunging neckline weren’t mesmerizing enough. (The First Lady, in contrast, wore a traditional hanbok dress, long and baggy under the waist, hiding the shape of the hips and legs under endless folds, the collar closed at the neck.) Choi’s thick dark hair was pulled back to accentuate her striking face. Glittering earrings dangled from her ears and carefully applied makeup highlighted those famous dark eyes and full lips.

Choi had been famous much longer than either director Shin or President Park; in fact, she had already started making a name for herself on the stage before the end of the Pacific War, when Korea was still one country. Since then she had been a fixture in movie fanzines and the gossip papers. During the traumatic Korean War, which lasted from 1950 to 1953, she had worked as a stage entertainer for both sides, and there were rumors that she had lived as an army camp prostitute, undressing in the soldiers’ beds at night after she’d sung and danced for them on a stage earlier in the evening. Competing rumors said that she had spent most of the war as the mistress of an American general. After the armistice there had been further scandal when she’d left her first husband, an older, well-respected cameraman who suffered from tuberculosis and had been crippled in the war, for the young, attractive, struggling filmmaker Shin Sang-Ok. With Choi as his leading lady, Shin’s fortune had suddenly skyrocketed—and with the success of their elegant, sophisticated movies, Choi had seen her status dramatically elevated from scandalous loose woman to national treasure.

The photographer waved at everyone to stand still and move closer together. A moment later, the camera’s flash bulb popped, immortalizing these three people, who, each in their own way, were about to catapult South Korean cinema from obscurity into international recognition. The camera captured Shin with his hands behind his back and his shoulders arched, a proud, irreverent smirk on his face. The president stood next to him with the stiff bearing of an army man, his black suit melting into the darkness the flash wasn’t powerful enough to illuminate around them, his face an enigmatic, faintly menacing mask.

As for Choi, she stood slightly turned to her right, captivated, her eyes glued to her husband.
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Director Shin and Madame Choi

“I call my wife Madame Choi,” Shin wrote many years later. “I call her this as a sign of my respect and affection for her.”

They had met in Daegu, 150 miles south of Seoul, in the second half of 1953, just a few months after the end of the Korean War. Seoul had changed hands four times during the conflict, the retreating side blowing the bridges and tearing buildings to the ground each time; Pyongyang had been so badly bombed by American planes that only three major buildings were left standing by the time the armistice was signed. Daegu, however, had been held by the United Nations for the course of the conflict and escaped such widespread destruction, so that now, so soon after the fighting had ended, there were still parks to walk around, schools to study in, homes to live in, and—crucially for Shin and Choi—theaters to go to.

This particular evening Shin took his seat in one of the city’s auditoriums, eagerly anticipating the show to come. He didn’t especially care about the material: he had come to scout the play’s star, Choi Eun-Hee, for his second film, a semidocumentary titled Korea, which he hoped would showcase the beauty of a country most famous now for war, poverty, and destruction. Choi Eun-Hee was already an established actress, but Shin knew precious little about her. The play was a swashbuckler, with much sword handling and acrobatic jumps. Midway through the evening, as Shin remembered it, Choi collapsed. A gasp rippled through the audience. “I shot up to the stage,” Shin said, and kneeled by her side. He asked her if she was all right. When Choi didn’t respond, Shin, in front of the stunned crowd, picked her up, popped her across his shoulder, and carried her, on his back, to the nearest hospital.

Choi had collapsed from exhaustion, and after a doctor examined her, she and Shin started talking. Shin was worried about Choi’s current state. She looked fatigued and underfed. Her husband was unable to work because of a war injury. And she was poor, she told him—too poor to heat the house. Shin, who had always had his sights on fame and success, had never imagined that such a famous actress could be so poor. But she had persevered, pouring all her emotions into her work, something he respected and admired. Shin told her he was about to start work on Korea, and would she like to be in it? He was a young, unproven director and she was reluctant, so he promised her a good fee—as much as he could afford. Choi accepted the part.

“He had a beautiful smile,” Choi later wrote of the dashing young film director she met that night. “He looked like he had no concerns or difficulties in life.” Her scenes in Korea were filmed mostly in Seoul, and she and Shin spent a lot of time together, either on set or sitting in cafés: Choi smoking, watching passersby, and talking about acting and filmmaking, Shin rattling through his ambitions and ideas, how he dreamed of running an independent, integrated studio like those of the Hollywood Golden Age, making any films he wanted. When Choi returned to work on the stage, Shin waited outside the theater after every rehearsal and performance to walk her home, both of them taking their time ambling along the streets, sometimes caught outdoors past the official curfew and having to sneak home like teenagers, careful not to get caught.

Some people worked in show business out of a longing for glamour, others out of a need to be the center of attention. Shin and Choi were different: they both felt a deep passion for their work. It had been so their entire lives. Choi told Shin how she had seen a stage performance as a child in Pusan and fallen in love with it immediately; and how her conservative father had refused to acknowledge her interest, because in Korea actresses were traditionally viewed as little better than courtesans. Besides, a respectable girl’s duty was to marry and raise children. So Choi, barely a teenager but already headstrong, had run away from home to pursue her dreams, and had made a success of herself. In return Shin told her about his childhood in Chongjin, in the north of the country, and how he had fallen in love with movies as a young boy, sitting in the traveling tent that came through town to show the moving pictures by foreigners with names such as Georges Méliès, Charlie Chaplin, D. W. Griffith, and Fritz Lang. It was such an elaborate, hypnotic process: the men busying themselves around the projector, one focusing the lens while others cranked the film through the machine by hand; the boys carrying the heavy reels back and forth while another child fanned the older men sweating in the hot tent. During the film the byeonsa, a male stage performer, narrated the silent black-and-white pictures that flickered to life on the screen like a magical window into an unknown world of hard men, beautiful women, and the odd comedy tramp, where men rode horses in vast deserts and criminals double-crossed each other in crowded cities of tall buildings and twisted light. Between showings water was poured on the screen to cool it off and prevent its catching fire.

Almost every day, Shin would tell her, “Any film I make, I want you to be in it.” He described all the roles she could play, from the famous heroines of popular tales to barely defined ideas he was still sketching out in his mind. “This,” Choi said, “was how he said he loved me.” One day they were in a café when Choi ran out of cigarettes. She smoked Lucky Strikes, but the café didn’t carry the brand, so Shin stood up, ran out, and returned with a pack of Luckys. Choi was touched. She opened the packet, slipped one between her lips, and offered him one.

“I don’t smoke,” Shin said.

“Why not?”

“I don’t like smoking. My mother smoked.”

“Then don’t you dislike me smoking in front of you?” she asked.

He smiled. “Please, do as you wish. I don’t mind.” As he said this he leaned forward and lit Choi’s cigarette for her. No one had ever behaved this way around her. He didn’t smoke, he didn’t drink, he didn’t gamble; he was gentle and chivalrous. She liked his kindness. As for Shin, his feelings were undeniable. “It was my destiny,” he later said, “to meet her.”

Choi was twenty-seven when she met Shin, but already she had endured a life of pain and struggle. After running away from home at seventeen, her acting career began, unexpectedly, in an air-raid shelter during a drill, when she noticed an actress she liked, Moon Jung-Bok, huddled nearby. There were no class distinctions in the bomb shelters, so Choi gathered the courage to speak to the older woman, who invited her to come see her at her theater troupe’s office in Seoul. She asked Choi if she had her parents’ permission to leave home and start work. “Yes,” Choi lied.

She started work in the troupe’s costume department, mending dresses; within a month she was put onstage to play a bit part; and within a couple of years she had an acting career of her own. Offstage she was shy and quiet, but when she performed she came alive. In 1947, at age twenty-one, she was cast in her first film and shortly thereafter married the film’s cameraman, Kim Hak-Sung, who was twenty years older than her. She soon regretted the decision. Kim had already been married, to a bar girl who had run away because of his physical violence. He beat Choi, too, and expected her to fulfill all of her duties as a wife (washing, cleaning, cooking, child rearing) as well as be the main breadwinner, since her career was on the rise while his had been slowing down.

When the Korean War broke out in 1950, Choi and her husband failed to make it out of Seoul in time to escape the North Korean army, and she was signed up by the newly established local Communist Party office as an entertainer for the troops and sent north. A year later Choi and some other performers took advantage of a few hours of panic during a retreat and broke off from their assigned platoon. They were taken in by the South Korean army and ordered to resume their work as army entertainers, only now for the opposite side. Being taken in by her own side should have been a relief for Choi, but instead her “rescue” was the beginning of two years of hell. Where the North Korean soldiers had been disciplined and focused on nothing but battle, the South Korean men eyed her like a piece of meat and wolf-whistled when she walked through the camp. One day a military police officer called her into his office, which had been set up in a deserted village near the front line. A pistol and an open bottle of soju rested on the table in front of him, and he stank of alcohol. He told her that her past work as an entertainer for the North Korean military was treason punishable by death. Luckily, he said, he had the power to erase her offense, and he felt in a lenient mood. He stood up out of his chair, walked over to her, and struck her, hard. He hit her several more times before pinning her to the ground and pressing the gun against her head. She felt him fumbling to open his trousers, his hot breath and the strong smell of the soju on her face. As he pushed himself inside her she heard screaming coming from the next room. On the other side of the wall, a singer who had performed with her since the beginning of the war was also being held to the ground while a policeman raped her. Choi desperately tried to fight the drunk man off, but he was big and heavy. There was no stopping him.

When the war was over Choi was sent back home, and her ordeal, in a society where rape traditionally went unreported and women were usually held responsible for the dishonor that came with it, remained a shameful secret. She found her husband in a hospital, badly injured from shrapnel to the legs. Kim would walk with a cane for the rest of his life. Husband and wife settled back into the new routine of daily life where they and everyone else were suddenly poor and living in ruins, unspoken anguish weighing them down. Soon rumors of Choi’s alleged promiscuity during the war began swirling around town. Kim Hak-Sung grew morbidly jealous. He took to hitting his wife with his walking stick, beatings so bad they left her covered in blood and welts. One day, Kim held her down and violently raped her.

Choi didn’t know how to run away. Korean women had no rights, only duties. A “wise mother, good wife”—the epitome of female perfection—was obedient to her husband, focused on raising the children, and loyal and respectful to her in-laws. It was her responsibility to preserve the family, whether her husband was a saint or whether he cheated on her or beat her. Only a few decades earlier, women still ate at a separate table from their husbands and were only allowed their leftovers. Women had few legal rights, and society looked unkindly on those who brought dishonor and gossip upon their husbands. Divorce was no option either: it may have been legal, but “one to the last,” went the Korean saying—you married once, and you stayed married. The fate you made for yourself on that day was the fate you were stuck with for the rest of your life.

So Choi remained even when Kim forced himself upon her, even when the beatings left her with a scar on her face that never faded for the rest of her life. She had nowhere else to go.

It was Shin Sang-Ok who brought Choi’s hopes and dreams back to life. He talked endlessly of wanting to “rebuild Korean cinema.” He had the ambition she’d had, what felt like a lifetime ago, when she was seventeen and ran away from home, before the beatings, the violations, and the degradation. Spending time with him made her feel hopeful again.

Shin’s life had been much easier. Born into an affluent family, his father a doctor of oriental medicine, Shin had gone to all the best schools and, having shown artistic promise from an early age, was eventually sent to study painting in Tokyo, the buzzing metropolis and capital of the all-powerful Japanese empire in which Korea was a colony. When the Second World War brought about the empire’s fall, Shin returned to a Korea he struggled to recognize: the Allied powers had divided the country in half, creating two states. Shin settled to a life in Seoul, in the South, because his hometown of Chongjin was in the North, now off-limits to him. All the moderates were gone, too: suddenly everyone was either a Communist or a rightist, a patriot or a terrorist, an ex–freedom fighter or an ex-collaborator. There were student riots, brutally crushed by tanks and baton-wielding thugs in policemen’s uniforms. There were American soldiers everywhere, broad shouldered and straight toothed, with pockets full of money and Korean girlfriends on their arms.

Nineteen, confident, tall, and dashingly good-looking, Shin found work painting propaganda posters for the American occupation forces and film posters for the handful of commercial cinemas that were still in business. He became an apprentice at the tiny, ramshackle, but independent Koryo Film Studio, its equipment antiquated and badly maintained, like a studio from old Hollywood’s Poverty Row. When the Korean War broke out, Shin, now in his midtwenties, served in the government’s Military Promotion Department, attached to the Air Force, making documentaries informing civilians about the course of the conflict and educating them in modern warfare. He used the opportunity—and the Mitchell 16mm cameras and free film stock the U.S. Army provided the South Korean propaganda departments, which Shin “borrowed” liberally during his time off—to make his first film as a director, The Evil Night. Rather than share a one-room “evacuation apartment” with several Seoul families whose homes had been bombed or destroyed, Shin had lately found cheap alternative accommodation sharing a room with a yangbuin girl—a “Western princess,” the name for a prostitute who catered exclusively to American GIs. The Evil Night told the story of a yangbuin girl; its tiny budget was cobbled together with loans from Shin’s father, his brother, and his new roommate. When the war ended the film was released to enthusiastic reviews and almost no business.

When they met the following year, Shin gave Choi a fresh belief in herself, while she gave him inspiration. They fell in love. Soon enough the talk made its way back to Kim Hak-Sung, who threatened to beat up both Choi and Shin if they didn’t break off the affair. He leaked gossip to the papers, which ran headlines about Choi Eun-Hee, the infamous adulteress, who was now abandoning her crippled husband to run off with a younger man. Shin was accused of callously stealing an elder’s wife, a shameful display in a country deeply steeped in Confucian values of respect for family, marriage, and one’s elders. The young director found himself frozen out of the mostly conservative South Korean film industry.

But now Choi had finally had enough. The affair becoming public had almost been a relief. The guilt had tortured her, but now it was all in the open, and with Shin’s unwavering affection, she was ready to stand up for herself. She sued for divorce and won. The moment she left the courtroom, she went straight to Shin. Chased by journalists, who had pitched camp at every friendly address at which they might turn up, the couple dashed into the first cheap motel they found and took a room. “Please remember today,” Shin told her, as he pulled her to him. “March 7, 1954. Let today be our wedding day.” He didn’t believe in institutions, but they held to it as to any commitment made in a church. The next morning they woke up covered in bedbug bites, but with huge smiles on their faces. To Choi, the motel was the most beautiful honeymoon spot in the world, insect-ridden mattress, thin dirty walls, and all.

Shin and Choi’s union would prove to be as professionally successful as it was personally fulfilling. They made four films together in the first three years of their marriage. The fourth, A Flower in Hell, starred Choi as a yangbuin girl and was shot in a neorealist style influenced by the Italian director Roberto Rossellini. It received rapturous critical praise, and critics still consider it the finest Korean film of the 1950s. The next year, 1959, he directed his wife again in the melodrama A College Woman’s Confession, in which Choi played a poor, orphaned law student who is taken in by a local official’s family and rises to become a judge. The film was a smash hit, running in cinemas for over a month. That same year Shin directed five more films, all of them melodramas starring Choi and all of them, in the span of just twelve months, box-office hits.

The film that clearly established Shin Sang-Ok and Choi Eun-Hee as the leading lights of the Korean film industry was the The Tale of Chunhyang, a big-budget adaptation of one of Korea’s most beloved folk tales, which Shin decided to make in 1960 even though Hong Seong-Ki, the most bankable Korean film director of the day, was already making his own version of the story, starring his own wife, Kim Ji-Mi, the country’s most popular actress. Hong owned the largest movie house in Seoul, and because of the market value of his and his wife’s names, he had already been able to block-book his film in theaters across the country, guaranteeing that it would be given a major release on a vast number of screens.

None of this fazed Shin. He had decided he would be making his own Chunhyang, and not just that: he would be making it in Technicolor and CinemaScope, the first CinemaScope film in Korea. The process would cost nearly three times more than the biggest-budget film of the day, using expensive Kodak film stock that had to be sent to Japan to be processed. And he would let Hong release his film first, on Lunar New Year’s Day, 1961, then release his own ten days later. It was an unprecedentedly bold decision, considering how high the stakes were: failure would bankrupt Shin Film.

The films shot almost simultaneously, and the industry whipped itself up into a competitive frenzy trying to predict who would come out of it triumphant. There were reports of sabotage between the two productions; just days before Shin’s version was to be released his office was broken into and one of his staff members briefly kidnapped, in a failed bid to force Shin to delay the release of his film.

New Year’s arrived. Hong’s film was released. Its ticket sales were disappointing, and after fourteen days it was pulled from screens. Ten days after Hong’s film was released Shin’s Chunhyang, starring Choi, hit the screens—and broke every record. It played to sold-out crowds in Seoul’s Myongbo cinema for seventy-four straight days. Nearly four hundred thousand people—more than ten times the audience of the average film, 15 percent of Seoul’s entire population—came to see it in the capital alone, a record that stood for seven years. Later that year, two more Shin Film productions, including the melodrama The Houseguest and My Mother, sold upward of 150,000 tickets each. As one of Shin’s associates put it, “We couldn’t count how much money [we] earned. Every morning, several bags of cash were delivered. We could do whatever we wanted.” The same year, Shin shot a huge-budget historical epic, Prince Yeonsan, in twenty-one days, because he wanted to release it on New Year’s Day again, to repeat the previous year’s success. It became 1962’s highest-grossing film, and Shin became known as the New Year’s Day Showman. Five months later The Houseguest and My Mother won the top prize at the Asia-Pacific Film Festival, Shin Sang-Ok met President Park Chung-Hee, and a decade of unprecedented dominance over the country’s film industry by one man (Shin Sang-Ok) and one company (Shin Film) had begun.
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Shrimp Among Whales

The South Korea of the 1960s was a deeply wounded nation. An independent, sovereign nation for over a millennium, Korea had the misfortune of being at the meeting place of three of the world’s greatest nations—Russia, China, and Japan—all of which fought and competed over it for centuries. It was Japan, in the end, that successfully annexed the peninsula in 1910, to use it as a launchpad for the invasion of China. The Empire of the Rising Sun had a brutal way of assimilating new colonies. It turned Korea into a gigantic armed camp, deposing the Korean king and replacing him with a repressive military government, which immediately launched a series of mass executions and imprisonments as an example to the local people. Koreans were made to take Japanese names, to worship at Japanese shrines, and to learn Japanese at school. The Japanese army even drove metal spikes into the nation’s sacred hilltops, to destroy what the Korean people saw as their land’s spiritual energy. Heavy taxes—over 50 percent of every harvest—were levied on every farm to support the wars being waged throughout Asia and the Pacific. Men and women were drafted and shipped off to serve the war effort in the army and in factories, and Japanese soldiers stationed in Korea freely and forcefully helped themselves to any Korean girls they wanted for sexual services.

Japan’s wars of expansion lasted until the summer of 1945, when the U.S. Air Force dropped Little Boy on Hiroshima and Fat Man on Nagasaki, finally bringing a war machine known for its war crimes and suicidal fanaticism to its knees. When Japan’s emperor, Hirohito, surrendered over the radio on August 15, 1945, acquiescing to a treaty that formally required him to accept that he literally was no longer a god, many Japanese locked themselves in their homes, sobbing. Others committed ritual suicide, unable to cope with a world in which deities could be deposed by signed treaty. The people of Korea, for their part, ran cheering through the streets and threw spontaneous parades, waving both Soviet and American flags, unsure where their liberators had come from but sure of their gratitude. The first men of the U.S. Army to arrive in Seoul found a nineteenth-century city of single-story buildings, horse-drawn carts, and charcoal-motored vehicles, with not a single European face to be seen. The human excrement Koreans still used to fertilize the rice paddies gave the country a distinctive, thick stink in the clammy summer air.

Back in Washington, the realities of geopolitics took over. The Soviet army was already marching into Korea from the northern side, and President Harry Truman tasked his secretary of state, Edward Stettinius, with coming up with a plan to favorably determine Korea’s fate. Stettinius, who had run General Motors and U.S. Steel and had participated in the creation of the United Nations, allegedly had to ask his staff where exactly Korea was. Stettinius’s men came up with a plan to divide Korea in half, forming a temporary trusteeship—the Soviets looking after the North, the Americans after the South—until a further plan had been agreed. Looking on the map for the best place to partition the peninsula, the American administrative officers scratched a line across the thirty-eighth parallel.

Never in its history had Korea been divided in this way. That the Korean people, innocent bystanders of the war who yearned for freedom, were about to see their country carved up and occupied dumbfounded them. It also felt uncomfortably similar to the way the Japanese occupation had begun. The Japanese emperors, from Meiji to Hirohito, had seemed uninterested in Korea itself, viewing the proud nation as little more than a stepping-stone to China. Now Moscow and Washington faced off on Korean soil. It is one thing to undergo decades of horror and degradation as a conquered enemy. It is another to be an afterthought, of no real worth even to your oppressor.

The Koreans had an old saying: in a fight among whales, a shrimp’s back always breaks. Korea had been a shrimp among whales for centuries. In May 1948 the United Nations oversaw elections in the South, which installed Syngman Rhee as the new Republic of Korea’s first president. Rhee had lived in exile in the United States since 1904, had studied at George Washington University, Yale, and Princeton, and had married an Austrian woman. The elections took place against a backdrop of violence, instability, and corruption. In the North, Stalin installed as leader a baby-faced thirty-six-year-old Korean officer of his Red Army, Kim Il-Sung, who had joined the Soviet forces in the late 1930s when his own independent guerrilla efforts against the Japanese had ended in failure. Kim had no political experience and was no intellectual, but he was a self-disciplined and promising officer, with a reputation for reliability, bravery, and pragmatism. He spoke Korean, Chinese, and Russian, and was popular with the resistance fighters and Soviet-Koreans who would form the core of North Korea’s first leading elite. A parallel government to Syngman Rhee’s was created and called the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), committed to the principles of Marxist socialism. Kim Il-Sung was declared its first premier.

Koreans might have expected that their suffering would end there and that now, even if divided, they would be allowed to rebuild. Not so. As early as June 1950, Kim Il-Sung made an armed attempt at reunifying the peninsula, sending his men, in Soviet tanks and with Soviet advisers by their side, rumbling across the thirty-eighth parallel and into South Korea. The South Koreans were taken completely by surprise, and within two days the DPRK army had occupied Seoul, unfurling huge banner portraits of Stalin and Kim Il-Sung on the government buildings. In the four months it took the United States to put together an army to fight back, the North Koreans committed mass murder, killing over twenty-six thousand South Korean civilians—an average of sixteen hundred men, women, and children a week. They threw open the doors of every prison they encountered, unleashing criminals, from political prisoners to murderers and rapists, onto the streets with authority to form People’s Courts to try and condemn innocent civilians.

In October 1950, the combined forces of the United States, South Korea, and a coalition of foreign nations, fighting for the first time under the United Nations flag, liberated Seoul and marched north, crossing the thirty-eighth parallel and taking Pyongyang. China, under its new leader, Mao Zedong, joined the fray on the side of the North Koreans, pushing the Allies back and retaking Seoul for the Communists. The UN forces, like a football team returning a punt, pushed back up the field again. In March 1951 they retook Seoul—the fourth time the city had changed hands in under a year. This was the way things would remain for the next two years, with the Communists holding Pyongyang and the Allies holding Seoul, their armies fighting back and forth across the thirty-eighth parallel. It was a brutal and traumatic time for the entire nation. In the countryside, villages and farms were burned to the ground lest they provide shelter for the enemy. Wandering across the razed fields were columns and columns of almost feral refugees, hundreds of thousands who had been left homeless and starving.

While negotiators worked out small points of argument, the North Koreans wasted time with ridiculous claims and absurd filibustering—one day, the North Koreans stared at their UN counterparts in silence for a full two hours and eleven minutes before standing up and walking out. The armistice, finally signed on July 27, 1953, essentially reinstated the pre-war status quo, except that five million people had died, more than half of them civilians, with many more millions left orphaned, widowed, and homeless. The border at the thirty-eighth parallel was fortified into a 160-mile-long, 2.5-mile-wide no-man’s-land of barbed wire, surveillance turrets, and land mines known as the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). And for the first time in a thousand years, the Korean people—who called themselves danil minjok, one people, priding themselves on their sense of unity—had fought to conquer and kill each other.

When Park Chung-Hee took power in 1961, eight years after the end of the Korean War, South Korea was the largest beneficiary of American aid in the third world and fast losing its race for legitimacy with the North, whose gross national product per capita was twice that of the South in spite of much more limited resources. Seoul was one gigantic slum. The country was in dire need of escapism, and there to provide it were Shin Sang-Ok and Choi Eun-Hee.

Within a few years of founding his company, Shin had become the industry’s leading commercial director and its most influential producer. He ran Shin Film like a Hollywood studio, with directors and screenwriters under contract, working on his own back lot and soundstages, with his own distribution system and its own star system, Choi Eun-Hee its brightest light. He was the first Korean to make a film in Technicolor, the first to make a film in CinemaScope, the first to use a lens as wide as 13 millimeters and a zoom as long as 250 millimeters, the first to attempt a fully synchronized sound film. He made the biggest-budget films and paid Choi the largest fees ever paid to a Korean actress. He became involved in coproductions, most notably with the Shaw Brothers of Hong Kong, long before it was the norm. He allegedly even participated in the writing of President Park’s Motion Picture Laws, which aimed to build up and standardize the practices of South Korea’s film producers to enable them to compete with the giant corporations of Los Angeles and Tokyo, and which many filmmakers—including, eventually, Shin himself—found impossible to work under.

He made melodramas, thrillers, historical epics, martial arts films, even Manchurian westerns. Some of his films were big and lurid, filmed in bright colors and full of frantic zooms and moving cameras. Others he shot in restrained black and white, the camera still, the compositions painterly and deliberate. In the same year he might make a tame melodrama and follow it up with a film so erotic it threw censors into disarray: he found box-office success with both. He adapted Maupassant novels and then made ludicrous horror movies about vampiric cats, or about demon snakes transforming themselves into beautiful women in order to seduce Buddhist monks. He brought the spaghetti western to Korea, importing Sergio Leone’s For a Few Dollars More and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly and making them huge hits, along with Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs and Bruce Lee’s The Big Boss. He held highly publicized talent searches through which he discovered new faces who quickly became the biggest stars in Korean films. He gave dozens of young film directors their start. At its peak in the mid-1960s, less than half a decade after opening for business, Shin Film employed more than three hundred people and turned out thirty films a year. In 1968 Shin bought the huge Anyang Film Studios south of Seoul, a twenty-acre facility that had been built a decade earlier but was unused since because of its scale, and put every stage and studio there back to work. He started a record company, a theater troupe, and an acting school, the latter of which was run by Choi Eun-Hee. In all of it Choi was an equal partner, inspiring the vast majority of Shin’s stories and often investing her own money into the projects.

All this success was built on Shin and Choi’s ability to deliver escapist fantasies to working people, so recently traumatized by occupation and war, who longed to escape the struggle and hard graft of their daily lives. They also delivered in their personal lives. Shin and Choi were South Korea’s most glamorous couple. Shin was strikingly tall in his expensive suits, tailored in a style more French than American, his collar casually open at the neck and his hair in a Richard Burton–like splash over his forehead; Choi was always in the latest fashions, her hair cut in the trendiest styles.

The cinemas themselves were a popular place to be: air-conditioned and cool during Korea’s hot, muggy summers, warm and cozy during the blisteringly cold winters. For a low admission price, especially in the provinces, families could escape their poorly insulated homes and spend the whole day in the cinema, watching the same film sometimes two or three times in a row.

Shin’s films were the most popular in the country. And his loyalty was only to film, not to any politician or ideology. It’s difficult to know what exactly Shin believed in, other than himself. He mocked peers who wanted to be auteurs while clearly craving the epithet himself. He made films that clearly called for women’s liberation while publicly stating that to think his films did that was “just wrong,” adding, “I personally admire Confucianism.” He valued screenwriters, paying them huge sums of money and buying up all the best book and radio properties to adapt, but at the same time claimed that his films were mainly visual and that he wished he could screen them backward so as to negate their plots. “I really despise these pretensions of being an artist,” Shin said during that period of success, “and pretending to have some sort of social conscience, that’s just the worst. …”

Mostly, it seemed, he just loved making films. Everything else seemed small and unimportant. Choi Eun-Hee wrote later, with a mixture of disquiet and admiration, that Shin would have sold his own wife, “without hesitation,” if doing so helped him to make a film. Shin’s contemporary, film critic Kim Chong-Won wrote of Shin that “he would have jumped down to hell if he had to in order to make movies.”

As for Choi, she was the embodiment of modern Korea at a time when the country was torn between the traditional and the modern. Still driven by its old Confucian values, post–Korean War South Korea was entering an era of flashiness and consumption, encouraged by President Park, who was aggressively encouraging Korea to emulate the capitalist West. Modern American appliances became such sought-after signs of status and wealth that the middle-class Korean homes of the day could look a touch surreal: refrigerators standing proudly like trophies in the home’s front foyer, toasters displayed in the living room, empty packaging set out on mantelpieces silently boasting of the family’s access to certain goods and products. President Park himself was known for his flashy aviator sunglasses and the way he smoked his cigarettes from long, thin holders. As so often, the battle between the preservation of traditional ways of life and the acceptance of modern culture was fought over what was and wasn’t considered appropriate, or safe, for women to do. Time and time again in Shin’s films, Choi Eun-Hee personified that struggle, whether she played a prostitute, a war widow, a chaste student, a queen, or a promiscuous barmaid.

Offscreen, Choi’s public image was similarly pulled between these two forces. Male audiences couldn’t help but sexualize her, and after watching any film she starred in men’s conversation unfailingly drifted from the quality of the movie to Choi’s body. The popular media, encouraged by Shin Film’s publicists, portrayed Choi as a dutiful and devoted wife who worked hard, both on set and at home, for her husband, a woman who loved knitting and ironing her husband’s shirts. “She is a great actress and a great wife at the same time,” exclaimed the fanzines and newspapers.

But then there was the Choi Eun-Hee who campaigned for women’s rights, who so publicly made her name outside of the family unit that some consider her the first fully professional woman in South Korean cinema. She directed three of her own films in the 1960s, the third Korean woman ever to step behind the camera, and all three were critical and commercial successes. When one of Shin’s more popular directors, Lee Jang-Ho, married, it was Choi who officiated at the wedding—a duty almost unheard-of for a woman to perform. She was more bankable than her husband and a canny networker, more at ease with the rich and powerful than Shin ever was. Duty, emancipation, sexuality: Choi carried and expressed them all at the same time, her work and her life both an embodiment of the limitations placed upon women and a prism through which to glimpse a world in which there were none.

Throughout it all, husband and wife were always mentioned together: Shin and Choi, Shin Film and its star Choi, the director Shin Sang-Ok and the female lead Choi Eun-Hee. In the public mind as in their own lives, they were inseparable—through the highs, and through the lows.

With the money from their films they bought a Western-style house in Seoul’s Jangchung-Dong district, just around the corner from the National Theater, and settled into an idyllic domestic routine. They installed an editing bed and projector at home, editing their films together. Choi loved the house deeply. After they moved in she started buying expensive furniture for each room, but as the weeks passed she noticed that different pieces would temporarily disappear. It wasn’t long before she figured out what was happening: any time Shin came home to a piece he liked, he took it away to dress a film set. At first the habit annoyed Choi, but soon she came to love even this about her husband, another sign of his infinite passion for making films.

It was a busy but blissful existence, and the only thing lacking, for Choi, was a child. Children mattered little to Shin—“Our films are like our children,” he told her—but he didn’t have any objections, so long as they could find the time to raise a family around their demanding work schedules. When they finally tried, however, Choi discovered she was unable to bear children. Whether the cause was genetic or due to damage from the sexual abuse she had undergone a decade earlier was impossible to confirm, but Choi was heartbroken just the same. In Korean culture it was a terrible shame for a woman to fail to produce a child for her husband; an almost weekly plot point in soap operas featured barren women crying and begging forgiveness from their families. Shin didn’t seem to care—“I like you just the way you are,” he told her time and again—but for Choi, who in 1970 was entering her forties and longed desperately for a family, the pain only grew worse. So they decided to adopt. In 1971 they brought a baby girl, Myung-Im, into the family, followed three years later by a boy, Jung-Kyun. The first time Myung-Im called her “Mum,” Choi cried with joy.

As the 1960s drew to a close, South Korea was, against all expectations, becoming a regional power: peaceful, economically independent, its people’s dignity restored. Homes were being fitted with running water and reliable electricity, and the first skyscrapers had begun to spear up into the Seoul skyline. The one storm cloud on the horizon was the country’s shadowy neighbor: the Democratic People’s Republic of
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