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Abstract

The Departed, a remake of the Hong Kong film Infernal Affairs, was released
during a surge of Hollywood remakes of Asian cinema during the first decade of the
twenty-first century. American filmmakers remaking Asian cinema face the challenge of
translating films reflecting specific aspects of cultural narrative and specific sociocultural
issues informing the domestic film being remade, and the resulting remakes reflect
assumptions and choices made by such American filmmakers regarding the treatment of
cultural specificity when remaking a film for a new audience. Owing in part to the
challenge of translating such cultural specificity in connection with remaking a foreign
film, although The Departed adeptly navigates the difficulties of translating a foreign
film and achieved both critical and commercial success, the remaining film remakes
discussed herein were met with mixed critical and commercial success. A thorough
analysis of American remakes of Asian films during the first decade of the twenty-first
century, as well as an analysis of the development and production of The Departed, and a
comparison of the film to Infernal Affairs, reveal that the critical and commercial success
of The Departed reflects the talent of and independence granted to the screenwriter and
director of the film by the film’s producers, the thorough localization of the
characterizations and narrative of the film to unique, constructed aspects of the politics
and culture of Boston, and the effective presentation of themes that are both unique from
the themes presented in Infernal Affairs, and which are accessible to American and
international audiences.

Acknowledgments

A special thank you to my thesis advisor, Alexander Zahlten, Ph.D., and my
research advisor, Cynthia Fowler, Ph.D., for providing guidance, feedback and input
throughout this process. I thank you both for your patience, and for helping me turn my
basic ideas into something far more academic.
.

Table of Content

Acknowledgments.............................................................................................................. iv
List of Figures .................................................................................................................... vi
Chapter I Introduction ..........................................................................................................1
Chapter II Cinematic Remakes and the Influence of Hollywood on World Cinema ..........9
Chapter III The Translation of Asian Films by Hollywood During the First Decade of the
Twenty-First Century .........................................................................................................26
Chapter IV Infernal Affairs and The Departed ..................................................................73
Chapter V Conclusion ......................................................................................................112
Bibliography ....................................................................................................................116

List of Figures

Figure 1. Mickey Rooney in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (00:34:56-00:35:02). ........................17
Figure 2. Scarlett Johansson as Japanese cyborg Motoko Kusanag, and the character in
the Japanese manga on which the film is based (Whiteman). ...........................................18
Figure 3. Japanese cyborg Motoko Kusanagi in the 1995 Japanese anime film, and
Scarlett Johansson in the 2017 Hollywood film (Rose). ...................................................18
Figure 4. Sadako is murdered by her father (Ringu 01:12:05-01:13:04). ..........................37
Figure 5. Samara informs her doctor that she wishes to continue harming people (The
Ring 01:45:30-01:46:02). ...................................................................................................39
Figure 6. Mitsuko, in life, walking home in the rain alone, after her parents failed to pick
her up at school (Dark Water 00:50:30-00:51:48).............................................................45
Figure 7. Natasha, as a supernatural being, staring menacingly at the female protagonist
while holding her daughter under water (Dark Water 01:29:24-01:30:58). ......................45
Figure 8. All Lost in the Supermarket in The Grudge (00:28:30-00:29:02). .....................49
Figure 9. Ethnic Otherness in The Grudge (00:55:15-00:56:34). ......................................50
Figure 10. The female protagonist in Shutter, situated in the center of the shot, wanders
the streets of Tokyo (00:16:58-00:18:08). .........................................................................52
Figure 11. Sydney’s high end apartment transforms into a simple, dilapidated room (The
Eye 00:22:48-00:23:06). ....................................................................................................55
Figure 12. Sydney travels to Mexico to investigate her cornea donor (The Eye 01:05:3601:08:50). ...........................................................................................................................55

Figure 13. Naina in modern and advanced London (Naina 00:34:46-00:35:16). ..............57
Figure 14. Naina, again in modern and advanced London (Naina 01:02:40-01:03:02). ...57
Figure 15. Naina, in India investigating her cornea donor (Naina 01:09:44-01:12:01). ...58
Figure 16. The ghost appears as a shadow in Ju-On: The Grudge (00:14:40-00:15:08)...60
Figure 17. An exaggerated ghost fills the room in The Grudge (00:22:10-00:22:40). ......61
Figure 18. A close-up of the ghost in Ju-On: The Grudge (00:14:40-00:15:08). ..............61
Figure 19. A close-up of the ghost in The Grudge (00:22:10-00:22:40). ..........................62
Figure 20. A horse, sensing the presence of Samara, jumps ship in The Ring (00:56:2000:58:40). ...........................................................................................................................65
Figure 21. From the point of view of the female protagonist, the horse is processed by the
ferry’s propeller (The Ring 00:56:20-00:58:40). ...............................................................65
Figure 22. The female protagonist reacts to the horse’s demise (The Ring 00:56:2000:58:40). ...........................................................................................................................66
Figure 23. Colin Moments Before His Demise (The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04). ........88
Figure 24. Crime Boss Sam Addressing Young Members of His Criminal Group
(Infernal Affairs 00:03:06-00:05:18). ................................................................................89
Figure 25. Costello and a Criminal Colleague Committing Murder to the Sound of
“Gimme Shelter” (The Departed 00:00:36-00:05:02). ......................................................92
Figure 26. Lau, and the Suffering of Continuous Hell (Infernal Affairs 01:36:0201:37:53). ...........................................................................................................................94
Figure 27. Costello Confronts Members of the Clergy (The Departed 00:46:4000:47:20). ...........................................................................................................................95
Figure 28. Costello Follows a Group of Angels (The Departed 01:14:34-01:14:52)........96

Figure 29. A Picture of Jesus is Used as an Instrument of Violence (The Departed
01:14:59-01:15:04). ...........................................................................................................96
Figure 30. Dignam Prepares to Shoot Colin After Lying in Wait in Colin’s Apartment
(The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04). ...................................................................................98
Figure 31. Colin, Murdered by Dignam (The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04). ...................98
Figure 32. Yan Devastated Upon Wong’s Death in Infernal Affairs (01:01:3201:04:30). .........................................................................................................................100
Figure 33. Billy’s Desperate Reaction to the Death of Queenan in The Departed
(01:47:04 – 01:49:44). .....................................................................................................102
Figure 34. Dr. Madden and Colin at Billy’s Funeral (The Departed 02:21:3002:23:10). .........................................................................................................................102
Figure 35. Dr. Lee at Yan’s funeral (Infernal Affairs 01:36:02-01:37:53). .....................103
Figure 36. Officer Yan arrests Lau (Infernal Affairs 01:32:03 – 01:32:18) ....................106
Figure 37. Lau has Chosen (Infernal Affairs 01:19:04-01:19:38). ..................................107
Figure 38. Billy Seeks the Return of His Personal Identity (The Departed 02:06:4002:08:46). .........................................................................................................................109
Figure 39. Colin Confronts Costello About His Role as an F.B.I. Informant (The
Departed 02:03:40-02:05:10). .........................................................................................110

Chapter I
Introduction

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, over a dozen Hollywood films
remaking Asian cinema were released, including The Departed, a 2006 film directed by
Martin Scorsese adapting the Hong Kong film Infernal Affairs. The wave of Hollywood
remakes of Asian cinema began with the positive box office reaction to The Ring, a
supernatural horror film directed by Gore Verbinski and released internationally in 2002.
The Ring, a remake of the 1998 Japanese film Ringu, directed by Hideo Nakata,
generated approximately $250 million in worldwide box office revenues (Y. Wang 149),
and led Hollywood, always looking for fresh ideas, to turn its eye East.
Translating a film produced for a domestic audience into a film for consumption
by another audience is, however, a difficult undertaking. Notwithstanding the circular
nature of the international film industry, films typically reflect distinct aspects of the
cultural narrative of the country associated with the production of the film, and are
typically informed by specific social, political and cultural issues present in such country.
As such, filmmakers remaking foreign films must identify the aspects of the film
informed by culturally specific elements, and determine whether and how such culturally
specific aspects should be altered, adopted, or stripped away in connection with the
production of the remake. The translation of such elements does not entail a wholesale
comparison of cultures, but rather, a consideration of how specific sociocultural elements
inform the original film, and whether and how such cultural specificity should be
translated in the adapted film.

This thesis asks how American filmmakers make choices regarding the adoption
of the culturally specific elements of foreign films in connection with American remakes
of such films. These choices reflect the negotiation of fundamental assumptions by such
filmmakers—specifically, assumptions regarding the types of film narratives,
characterizations, and themes that will be accessible to American and international
audiences, and about the types of film narratives, characterizations, and themes that will
therefore generate a positive box office response. And while several Hollywood remakes
of Asian cinema during the early twenty-first century achieved box office success, a large
majority of such remakes failed to achieve critical success, generating mixed to poor
critical reviews. In contrast, The Departed was released to wide critical acclaim, and
achieved worldwide commercial success, and this thesis asks how and why The Departed
achieved this success in comparison to the other remakes. In answering these questions,
we learn about the roles of repetition, difference and localization in film adaptations, and
about how different filmmakers employ different strategies to minimize or emphasize the
repetition of film text in connection with film adaptations. We also gain insight into the
circular nature of the international film industry, and more broadly, learn about the
impact and consequences of globalization on media in the digital age.
There is an abundance of scholarship and commercial literature available on the
transnational adaptation of films, and on Hollywood’s propensity for remaking domestic
and international films. Several film treatises also explore the adaptation of Asian films
by American filmmakers. As discussed in further detail below, Dead Ringers: The
Remake in Theory and Practice, edited by Jennifer Forrest and Leonard R. Koos, presents
a collection of chapters by film scholars and historians exploring the history of cinema
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and the immediate and continued importance of remakes to the international film
industry, as well as the increased uniformity of films and film techniques resulting from
Hollywood’s near dominance of international film production. Dead Ringers also
discusses the economic, creative, and production factors motivating filmmakers to
produce domestic and international remakes, and presents criticisms of Hollywood’s
reliance on remakes in lieu of the development of new narratives, and of Hollywood’s
practice of converting international films to standardized, three act stories laden with
visceral thrills and computer-generated graphics.
In Japanese Horror Films and Their American Remakes, film scholar Valerie
Wee explores transnational film remakes on a more textual level. Wee analyzes and
compares Japanese horror films and their American remakes, including films produced
and released during the first decade of the twenty-first century, by focusing on how
sociocultural factors and anxieties, and elements of cultural narrative, inform and are
depicted in the respective texts. Wee argues that narrative changes in the American
remakes can be traced to sociocultural and cultural narrative differences between Japan
and the United States. The author does not focus, however, on how commercial and
production factors, or how the assumptions of the filmmakers as to commercial viability,
contribute to narrative changes in such remakes.
In her scholarly book Remaking Chinese Cinema: Through the Prism of
Shanghai, Hong Kong and Hollywood, Yiman Wang provides important scholarship on
issues of identity and cultural piracy, arguing that Hollywood remakes often appropriate
original authorship from the domestic film being remade. Wang also, however,
maintains a balanced perspective, and acknowledges that the revenues obtained by local
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filmmakers in connection with the sale of remake rights provide financing for diverse
domestic film projects. And with respect to the adaptation of Infernal Affairs, Wang
contends that The Departed presents a unique vision from Infernal Affairs by effectively
localizing the narrative to specific aspects of Bostonian and American culture and
society.
This thesis also relies on several scholarly articles and book chapters analyzing
the impact of cultural specificity on the translation of foreign films, and which compare
the production of, and the narratives, characterizations, and themes depicted in, Infernal
Affairs and The Departed. In “Conclusion: Into ‘Spreadable’ Spaces: Netflix, YouTube
and the Question of Cultural Translatability,” film scholars Hye Seung Chung and David
Scott Diffrient argue that certain aspects of culture are so specific and unique that such
aspects are untranslatable in connection with a transnational film remake. Chung and
Diffrient support this argument by analyzing the Hollywood remake of My Sassy Girl.
This thesis challenges that position, contending that, while aspects of cultural specificity
create challenges in connection with transnational remakes, such challenges can be
overcome by replacing such cultural specificity with a localized, American narrative, and
by imbuing the remake with an American meaning.
In “Shall We Depart from Globalization Ring? Hollywood Remakes of East Asia
Films and the Emergence of Cultural Reinvasion,” Shaojung Sharon Wang argues that
American remakes, because of Hollywood’s dominant position and global influence,
dislocate Asian culture and seek to annihilate original domestic films. In her article,
Wang also provides a limited comparison of The Departed and Infernal Affairs, as well
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as of another set of films discussed herein, the Japanese original film Shall We Dance?
and its identically named American remake.
In “Departing from The Departed: The Infernal Affairs Trilogy,” a chapter in the
treatise Hong Kong Culture, film scholar Gina Marchetti discusses the development and
production of The Departed. Marchetti also provides insight on the motivations of
filmmakers of both original domestic films and transnational remakes by exploring the
reactions of Alan Mak, the co-director and screenwriter of Infernal Affairs, and the
reactions of Martin Scorsese and William Monahan, the filmmakers principally
responsible for the production of The Departed, to the critical and commercial success of
The Departed. As discussed further in Chapter IV, Mak struggles with claiming
recognition for the success of The Departed, but simultaneously seeks to reject the film
as a mere remake of his original work, while Scorsese and Monahan struggle with
accepting recognition and accolades for a film that is, in fact, an adaptation of another
critically and commercially successful film. Each side, in essence, presses its own
agenda of perception.
And lastly1, in “A Cross-Cultural Comparison of Infernal Affairs and The
Departed,” film scholar Wanlin Li explores the intertextual relationship between The
Departed and Infernal Affairs. Li focuses her analysis, as discussed further in Chapter
IV, on the theme of American individualism in The Departed, which she contrasts to the
depiction of cultural uprootedness depicted in Infernal Affairs, reflecting the existential

Other treatises, book chapters and scholarly articles discussed and referenced herein include: Encore
Hollywood: Remaking French Cinema, by Lucy Mazdon; Film Remakes and Franchises, by Daniel Herbert;
Remade in Hollywood: The Global Chinese Presence in Transnational Cinemas, by Kenneth Chan;
Transnational Film Remakes, edited by Iain Robert Smith and Constantine Verevis; “Meta City, Non-city,
and Crime City: Remaking Hong Kong Gangster as Boston Mafia: From Infernal Affairs to The Departed,”
by Jinhua Li; and “Subtle differences: Sonic Content in ‘translation’ remakes,” by James Wierzbicki

1
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status of Hong Kong and its citizens in the late 1990s, adrift from Great Britain, yet still
apart from mainland China. Li does not, however, discuss development and production
factors contributing to the commercial and critical success of either Infernal Affairs or
The Departed, and does not analyze either film in the context of the surge of Hollywood
remakes of Asian films during the first decade of the twenty-first century.
As such, multiple film treatises and studies discussing the adaptation of foreign
films, including Asian films 2, by Hollywood have been published, and several scholarly
articles and treatises have been published comparing certain aspects of Infernal Affairs
with The Departed. The development, production, and commercial and critical success
of The Departed has not, however, been thoroughly considered in the context of the
adaptation of foreign films by Hollywood, and in particular, the surge of adaptations of
Asian films by Hollywood during the first decade of the twenty-first century.
The Departed, released in the middle of the decade-long surge of Asian remakes,
constitutes a unique vehicle for the exploration of different questions relating to
Hollywood remakes of Asian films during the early twenty-first century. Unlike a large
majority of the films discussed in this thesis, Infernal Affairs and The Departed are
dramas, which tend to depict less universal, more culturally specific, worlds. The
remaining original films and remakes explored in this thesis, although also informed by
specific sociocultural factors in their domestic markets, are mostly horror and
supernatural films. Horror and supernatural films are inherently serialized, and are
typically built around a high concept—often a supernatural being connected to the

This thesis focuses on Asian films produced in China, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand. As such,
films produced in India and other Asian countries, except as discussed herein, were not reviewed and are
not considered herein.

2

6

physical world through some form of technology—that lends itself to the development of
sequels, such as with the string of Grudge and Ring sequels produced in both Japan and
the United States. The ability to build the film around an already filmed and released
concept also makes horror and supernatural films attractive targets for remakes, including
transnational remakes.
Infernal Affairs and The Departed are also both tent-pole, prestige films,
developed and produced by important, recognized filmmakers in their respective film
industries, and featuring major film stars in their respective countries. And their status as
“event” films, coupled with their critical and commercial success, led to the publication
of substantial scholarship and trade information regarding the films. Accordingly, unlike
with many films, scholarship and trade information regarding the nuances of the films’
development, the motivations driving the filmmakers, and comparing and contrasting the
characterizations, narrative, and themes of the Infernal Affairs and The Departed is far
more readily available.
Chapter II of this treatise moves forward from this Introduction by discussing the
history of film remakes, particularly by Hollywood, as well as criticisms of the
Hollywood practice of remaking foreign films, and the factors that led to the plethora of
American remakes of Asian cinema during the first decade of the twenty-first century.
Building on Chapter II, Chapter III focuses on the challenges facing American
filmmakers when producing international remakes, explores the assumptions and choices,
including with respect to film techniques and styles, made by American filmmakers in
connection with the adaptation of Asian films, and discusses the specific remakes of
Asian films released by Hollywood during the first decade of the twenty-first century.
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Chapter IV presents a comparison of the characterizations, narrative, and themes of The
Departed to the characterizations, narrative, and themes of Infernal Affairs, and considers
the choices made by the filmmakers responsible for The Departed in comparison to those
made, or presumed to have been made, in connection with other Hollywood remakes of
Asian films during the period under consideration.
This thesis contends that the critical and commercial success of The Departed is
attributable to several key factors. Firstly, the filmmakers of The Departed were
enthusiastic about both the film and its inspiration, Infernal Affairs; were intent on
presenting a unique film in comparison to its predecessor film; and were delegated
sufficient creative control by the producers to realize their creative vision for the film.
Secondly, such filmmakers navigated the potential hazards of international film
translation by adopting the basic premise of Infernal Affairs, as well as the narrative
structure and several key scenes from Infernal Affairs, while otherwise thoroughly
localizing the film to American culture, and in particular, to Scorsese and Monahan’s
construct of distinctive aspects of the criminal, political, religious, and social culture of
Boston. And lastly, building on its American narrative and characterizations, The
Departed explores themes wholly different from, and often in opposition to, the themes
explored by Infernal Affairs, resulting in a film that presents a specific vision of
American identity.
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Chapter II
Cinematic Remakes and the Influence of Hollywood on World Cinema

This chapter provides a framework for the questions explored in this thesis by
discussing the history of film remakes, and particularly, international film remakes by
Hollywood. This chapter also discusses the circular nature of the international film
industry, addresses criticisms of Hollywood’s practice of remaking foreign films, and sets
forth the factors that led to the surge of American remakes of Asian cinema during the
first decade of the twenty-first century.
The birth of cinema can be traced back to short films presented by Auguste and
Louis Lumière in Paris in 1895 (Herbert Film Remakes 67-69; Mazdon 67). The
Lumière brothers followed these initial, successful screenings with other short films,
including their most famous film, Arrivée d'un train à La Ciotat, depicting a train
arriving at La Ciotat station in Southeastern France (Forrest and Koos 89; Herbert Film
Remakes 67-68). Partially owing to the absence of copyright laws during the early years
of cinema (Herbert Film Remakes 51), remakes, including transnational remakes, quickly
became a prominent part of filmmaking in the 1890s and the first decade of the 1900s.
The Lumière brothers themselves remade Arrivée d'un train à La Ciotat in 1896 and
again in 1897, and other early filmmakers, including France’s Georges Méliès and
Charles Pathé, Robert Williams of Great Britain, and American Thomas Edison remade
Arrivée d'un train à La Ciotat by creating their own films featuring a train moving
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quickly towards the camera while arriving at a train station (Forrest and Koos 89-90;
Herbert Film Remakes 67-69).
By the earliest days of moving pictures, Asia had long been a target of American
capitalism, and American filmmakers began their encroachment on Asian cinema in the
1890s (Chan 13). In 1897, roughly a year and a half after the Lumière brothers initially
screened their short films in Paris, short films by Thomas Edison were screened in
Shanghai (13). Shortly thereafter, Edison sent company photographer James Ricalton to
Hong Kong to film and produce short documentaries on the territory, and American
Benjamin Brodsky assisted in forming and managing the Asian Film Company in
Shanghai (13). While in Japan, use of the Kinetoscope began in 1896 (Dym 511), and
the first film utilizing the Cinématographe projector invented by the Lumière brothers
was screened in front of a large audience in February, 1897 at the Nanchi Theatre in
Osaka (High 24). Films shown on Edison’s competing Vitascope projector made their
public debut at the Shinmachi Theatre in Osaka just a week later (24), and soon thereafter
in Tokyo, where the City was “plastered with posters heralding” Edison’s projection
system and its ability to “show pictures that actually move” (25). Japanese entrepreneurs
traveled to the United States to acquire the Vitascope and competed with each other and
with other forms of entertainment to secure theatres to show films (25-26). Through
these early endeavors by Thomas Edison, Benjamin Brodsky, and their customers and
colleagues in Japan and China, America’s “historic role in introducing cinema as a
capitalist enterprise” in Asia had begun (Chan 13).
It is noteworthy that the films of several early filmmakers included remakes of
Arrivée d'un train à La Ciotat. By the early 1900s, the film remake had quickly
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“wove[n] itself into the very fabric of the new medium” (Forrest and Koos 91).
Filmmaking, as it continues to do today, also evolved during these early years of cinema,
and films depicting simple subjects, such as a train arriving at a station, were gradually
replaced by narrative filmmaking (Forrest and Koos 91; Herbert Film Remakes 69-70).
The repetition of narrative in early film remakes resulted in an important development in
cinema—the birth of the first film genres, with films depicting simple chase and rescue
narratives developing into definable genres, and films in such genres depicting the same
or similar plots, problems, protagonists, and camera shots (Forrest and Koos 91; Herbert
Film Remakes 69-71). Film remakes and the repetition of narrative played an
indispensable role in the development of these early film genres, and later in the century,
the repetition of film genres would help define Hollywood.
But what is meant by a film remake? This thesis adopts the uncluttered definition
of film remakes set forth by Lucy Mazdon in Encore Hollywood: Remaking French
Cinema: film remakes are films “based on earlier… screenplays and the films to which
they gave rise” (2). This simple definition is consistent with the basic meaning assigned
to the term by other film scholars. In “Twice-Told Tales: Disavowal and the Rhetoric of
the Remake,” a chapter by Thomas Leitch published in the collection of scholarly essays
titled Dead Ringers: The Remake in Theory and Practice, edited by film scholars Jennifer
Forrest and Leonard R Koos, Leitch defines film remakes as simply “new versions of old
movies” (Forrest and Koos 37), and in Film Remakes and Franchises, Daniel Herbert, a
film scholar at the University of Michigan, similarly, and equally simplistically, states
that “film remakes are generally understood as films based on other films” (34).
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Film remakes, although subject to a simple definition, take on a wide variety of
forms. Classic films, as discussed by Laura Grindstaff in “Pretty Woman with a Gun,” an
essay published in Dead Ringers: The Remake in Theory and Practice, “can be remade
by contemporary directors (as with Father of the Bride or Cape Fear) … [and] the same
director can remake an earlier version of his or her own film (as with Hitchcock’s The
Man Who Knew Too Much)” (274). As discussed by Daniel Herbert, “[c]lear examples
[of remakes] include The Fly (1986), which is based on the earlier film of the same name
(1958), or perhaps more notoriously, Gus Van Sant’s Psycho (1998), … an almost shotfor-shot remake of Alfred Hitchcock’s film (1960)” (Film Remakes 34). Comparing
contemporary updates to their predecessor films is a useful tool for the analysis of issues
ranging from the changing sociocultural context informing such films, to advancements
in film technology, evolving audience expectations, and diverging directorial styles
(Forrest and Koos 4-5). And while not technically film remakes based on the definition
set forth above, “the concept of the remake can extend beyond the … film context, since
films remake popular television shows…and both films and television shows remake or
adopt comic book stories ….” (274) as well as video games. In these instances,
filmmakers are both utilizing new narratives and ideas, and challenging other
entertainment mediums with which films compete for consumer attention and spending
(See 4). And of course, as discussed in further detail herein, film remakes include crosscultural cinematic remakes based on a foreign screenplay and film, produced in a
different language for consumption by a different national or worldwide audience. With
cross-cultural remakes, as discussed in further detail in Chapter III, the film text is
translated from one distinct culture to another, providing a context for the comparison of

12

differing cultural narratives and sociocultural contexts, as well as a vehicle for the
analysis of the assumptions and decisions made by filmmakers when remaking an
existing film for consumption by a different audience.
This thesis focuses on actual film remakes, rather than on film pastiche. As
discussed herein, the international film industry is circular in nature, and filmmakers
often borrow and pay homage to pieces of other films—characters, elements of narrative,
and film styles and techniques—in connection with the production of both “original”
films and film remakes. Quentin Tarantino’s work is often described as a form of postmodern pastiche, as his films often reenact and pay homage to Asian action films
released during the 1960s and 1970s (Y. Wang 148), and as discussed in Chapter IV,
Martin Scorsese pays homage to early gangster films throughout The Departed.
Focusing on legitimate film remakes, rather than on the imitation of pieces of previous
films, allows entire films to be compared, from development and production through
narrative, characterizations, and themes, and provides a better context to explore and
contrast the decisions made by the respective filmmakers on specific film projects.
Film remakes, including remakes of foreign films, are not unique to the American
film industry. However, because the “dominant position of the Hollywood film industry
achieved in the early 1920s and its global influence has been maintained in the following
decades” (S. Wang 39), film remakes by Hollywood have “receive[d] the lion’s share of
critical attention” (Forrest and Koos 2), and the lion’s share of negative criticism. In the
1920s, Hollywood films became the standard for worldwide cinema, particularly
throughout most of Europe and Asia, and by 1920, “the rules for what constituted a
film—film length, narrative structure, camera and lighting techniques, film speed, shot
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length/editing—came for the most part from the American filmmakers…” (12-13). And
through its domination of the global market during the Classic Hollywood Period of
1930-1945, Hollywood “established the definition of the medium itself” (10). As a
result, by the 1920s, deviations from Hollywood’s film standards could result in films
appearing “as aberrations” (10), rather than as alternatives, and “departures from the
American Cinema’s dominant paradigms risked not only commercial disaster but critical
incomprehension…” (10). Accordingly, there was pressure on foreign filmmakers to
produce films that fit into the accepted Hollywood model, rather than their own or their
countrymen’s filmmaking standards.
After the initial rush of remakes during the 1890s and the first decade of the
1900s discussed above, only limited American remakes of foreign films were produced
until the 1930s. This reflects, in part, the limitations placed on remakes by the
promulgation of copyright laws in the early 1900s (see Herbert Film Remakes 51-53).
This also reflects the prevalence of silent films through the end of the 1920s, which speak
a more universal language through purely visual depictions of subjects and narrative
(Mazdon 19). And lastly, this reflects the practice until the early 1930s of film
production companies, particularly European and American filmmakers, producing and
releasing their films in multiple languages due to a lack of dubbing and subtitle
techniques, thereby eliminating one of the primary reasons to remake a film originally
made in a foreign language (Mazdon 19). By the end of the 1930s, however, American
filmmakers were producing a steady, but not particularly voluminous, stream of
international film remakes. This continued for the next fifty years, with, among other
international film remakes, such notable films as Algiers, a 1938 remake of the 1937
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French film Pépé le Moko, Some Like It Hot, a 1959 remake of the 1935 French film
Fanfare d'amour, and The Magnificent Seven, a 1960 remake of Akira Kurosawa's 1954
Japanese film Seven Samurai, being produced and released by American filmmakers.
During the 1980s, Hollywood began producing a significantly greater number of
foreign film remakes, particularly remakes of French films (13), until the turn of the
twenty-first century, when Hollywood began the vigorous pursuit of Asian film remakes.
The American film industry, “as a hegemonic power in global cinematic industries
asserts its cultural and economic might” in a variety of overt, covert, intended and
unintended ways (Smith and Verevis 88), and scholars criticizing the surge of foreign
film remakes by Hollywood beginning in the 1980s raise issues of identity and
authorship, and voice, as argued by film scholars Jennifer Forrest and Leonard R Koos in
Dead Ringers: The Remake in Theory and Practice, “accusations relating [to]
Hollywood’s seemingly shameless and dishonorable commercialism…cultural piracy
and…imperialism” (Forrest and Koos 6).
With respect to the issue of identity and authorship, in Remaking Chinese
Cinema: Through the Prism of Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Hollywood, film scholar
Yiman Wang observes that “authorship becomes a point of contention in the American
remaking of East Asian film” and that “many antihegemonic critics worry” that
Hollywood remakes “usurp the original authorship and monopolize market profits as well
as artistic value” (152). According to Yiman Wang, the process of remaking a film
derecognizes, decontextualizes, and disfigures the original film, thereby robbing the
original film of its identity (150, 152). Wang argues further that the expropriation of
authorship is not limited to film remakes, but is also evident in film pastiche, where, as
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discussed above, characters, elements of story, and film styles and techniques, such as the
choreographed fight sequences from Hong Kong action films, are mimicked and copied
by “a filmmaker occupying the dominant position” (148), i.e. a Hollywood filmmaker.
The theft of authorship is, in effect, a form of cultural piracy, with the dominant media
“swallowing up other countries’ media” (Forrest and Koos 6) and erasing linguistic and
cultural differences ad hoc in connection with the translation of the original media (15).
Issues of expropriation of identity and authorship with respect to remakes of
Asian films are connected to Hollywood’s practice of “whitewashing” Asian characters—
among other ethnic groups—by casting white actors in Asian roles (See Smith and
Verevis 1-2). Noteworthy examples of whitewashing Asian characters by Hollywood, a
practice which, along with the use of yellow face, dates back to early Hollywood
filmmaking, include Mickey Rooney’s exaggerated portrayal of a Japanese character in
Breakfast at Tiffany’s, released in 1961, seen below in Figure 1, and Scarlett Johansson’s
recent portrayal of a Japanese cyborg in Ghost in the Shell, released in 2017 (1-2). Figure
2 below depicts Scarlett Johansson in comparison to the character she portrays, Motoko
Kusanagi, in the Japanese manga on which Ghost in the Shell is based, and Figure 3
depicts Japanese cyborg Motoko Kusanagi in the 1995 Japanese anime film, on which the
Hollywood version is also based, in comparison to Scarlett Johansson’s depiction.
Hollywood film critics argue that the change of ethnicity “destroy[s] what makes”
(See 2) a particular character “special and valuable” (See 2). As discussed in further
detail in Chapter III, the decisions of filmmakers with respect to characterizations and
narrative, particularly Hollywood filmmakers, are primarily driven by assumptions about
how such decisions will affect box office receipts. With the whitewashing of Asian
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characters, the filmmakers are operating under the assumption that the portrayal of such
roles by white actors will make the characters more relatable to larger segments of the
potential American audience - and further, because of Hollywood’s history of
whitewashing, will result in a film more consistent with the expectations of both
American and international audiences as to the portrayal of characters in Hollywood
films, thereby improving the reception of the film by such audiences. The replacement
of Asian characters with white characters, however, perpetuates racial stereotypes, and
the Hollywood remake of Ghost in the Shell received significant criticism because of the
issue. Although the monetary effect the whitewashing issue had on box office results
cannot be determined specifically, the Hollywood film lost approximately $60 million
(Mizukoshi 4-5).

Figure 1. Mickey Rooney in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (00:34:56-00:35:02).
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Figure 2. Scarlett Johansson as Japanese cyborg Motoko Kusanag, and the character in
the Japanese manga on which the film is based (Whiteman).

Figure 3. Japanese cyborg Motoko Kusanagi in the 1995 Japanese anime film, and
Scarlett Johansson in the 2017 Hollywood film (Rose).
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Critics of Hollywood remakes, particularly since the surge of remakes in the
1980s, attribute the rise in such films to a dearth of originality and a “poverty of
cinematic creation” in Hollywood (Mazdon 20). According to such critics, the lack of
creativity manifests itself through a shortage of new, quality scripts, thereby requiring
American filmmakers to “happily steal” films and adapt and rework “non-original”
material (20-21) by “plundering ready-made foreign products in the bankruptcy of [their]
own creative reserves” (Forrest and Koos 6). Further, the possibility of selling a script to
Hollywood could be argued to have a detrimental effect on creativity in domestic film
industries. According to Yiman Wang, Asian filmmakers sometimes “choose to solicit
Hollywood’s attention (possibly selling the remake rights) before” the film has been
completed (148). And with the price paid for the sale of remake rights for some films,
such as Ringu, covering or exceeding the original film’s entire production budget, there is
a significant incentive for Asian filmmakers to develop films with the potential to be
remarketed to American filmmakers (149). Such foreign filmmakers are, therefore,
motivated to set aside their artistic values and vision, and to develop films that fit easily
into established Hollywood genres and film standards, rather than developing films for
which they have a unique creative vision, or which reflect the interests of the filmmaker’s
domestic film market.
During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the remake rights to Asian
films purchased by Hollywood were effectively relegated to commodity status, with
brokers and producers valuing the commodity based on potential marketability, and
selling the commodity to production companies, film studios, and distributors, who then
typically assign producers, writers, directors, cinematographers, and editors who lack a
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personal interest in the project (See Queenan 6). According to Yiman Wang, this
“practice has been maligned as yet another instance of Hollywood’s hegemony that
vampirizes and destroys peripheral film industries” that would otherwise operate as “sites
of resistance to global Hollywoodization” (1). It is, however, a cost-effective endeavor
for Hollywood, which acquires a commodity with a script, developed characters, and
proven market viability, as well as decreased development costs, and decreased risk, in
comparison to producing an original feature film (Forrest and Koos 6). The
commodification of cinematic ideas and properties, and the implicit subordination of
artistic value does not, however, reflect well on Hollywood. Rather, the perception of
Hollywood as an exclusively commercial enterprise, with producers continually assessing
the economic viability of domestic and foreign characters, stories, and brands (Herbert
Film Remakes 3), “makes [Hollywood’s] recourse to the foreign film remake reflect the
worst in Western capitalist production, a type of production where catering to the tastes
of a mass public entails forfeiting on film substance” (Forrest and Koos 2-3).
Further, given the global domination of American films, Hollywood productions
of original content—with their frequent portrayal of American ideals, political views,
music, clothing and other elements of culture—contribute to the conveyance and
imposition of a hegemonic, American world culture. Hollywood is, as such, perceived as
an agent of American imperialism – as a “rogue King Kong, bombarding the world with a
certain American ideology, [and] squeezing out weaker cinematic voices with the
overwhelming output of its film product” (14). With the remaking and remarketing of
foreign films, such questions of cultural power, and of cultural imperialism and invasion,
are expanded. Foreign films purchased by American filmmakers are “remade in
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Hollywood studios in the signature Hollywood style” (8), then distributed worldwide,
including in the country in which the original film was produced. This results in a form
of “double invasion due to the cultural reflow from the ever dominant” United States to,
in the case of Asian films, the East (S. Wang 40). This “double invasion” is evidenced at
the box office, with Hollywood remakes often achieving greater box office success,
including in the nation where the original film was produced (Herbert Film Remakes 55).
The Japanese film Ringu, and its 2002 American remake, The Ring, exemplify this issue.
The total worldwide box office for Ringu equaled $6.6 million during its entire run at the
box office, while The Ring grossed $8.3 million during its first two weeks of release in
Japan alone (Y. Wang 149). As commented on by Yiman Wang, revenue discrepancies
such as this are “ultimately linked with the persistent power hierarchy that privileges the
capital-intensive party (Hollywood) over the labor-intensive party (East Asian
industries)” (149).
Although much of the criticism of Hollywood remakes of foreign films is
justified, the criticism often ignores the identifiable benefits of Hollywood’s purchase of
film remake rights, as well as the circular nature of the worldwide film industry.
Although Yiman Wang discusses the imbalanced power relationship between Hollywood
and Asian film industries, and is critical of the remaking and incorporation of Asian films
by Hollywood in Remaking Chinese Cinema: Through the Prism of Shanghai, Hong
Kong and Hollywood, she also argues that a critical assessment of the relationship
requires the maintenance of a “dual perspective” (149). According to Wang, the remake
rights revenues received by domestic filmmakers from Hollywood can result in the
rejuvenation of local film industries (147-148). She further argues that the receipt of
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such additional revenues through the production of “market-proven templates as
remarkable films” by local filmmakers “may help cultivate filmmaking practices that
deviate from… homogenizing commercial appeal, thereby contributing to a full spectrum
film culture” in the domestic film industry (149). In other words, although developing
films with an eye towards selling the remake rights to Hollywood can have a chilling
effect on creativity at the local level, it can also result in the development of a broader
range of films by the local filmmaking industry.
Criticism of Hollywood remakes of foreign films also frequently ignores the
“undeniable degree of interaction and exchange” among filmmakers across the globe
(See Wee 3). The circular nature of the worldwide film industry is discussed in further
detail in both Chapters III and IV. From the birth of cinema, early innovators copied,
improved, and utilized the technologies and methodologies being developed by other
innovators (Thompson and Bordwell 7-9). By way of example, the invention of the
Cinématographe by the Lumière brothers in 1894 resulted from the brothers’ attempt to
inexpensively produce short films that could be shown on Edison’s Kinetoscope (8). And
remaking and imitating foreign films has occurred within the global film industry since,
as discussed above, the earliest years of filmmaking. Numerous filmmakers and film
scholars have commented on the multidirectional relationships of global filmmakers,
including Asian and American filmmakers, and in particular, Hong Kong and American
filmmakers. In Remaking Chinese Cinema: Through the Prism of Shanghai, Hong Kong,
and Hollywood, Yiman Wang describes Hollywood as Hong Kong’s “century-long
inspiration, rival and collaborator” (136), and describes the relationship between the
Hong Kong and American film industries as akin to a “feedback loop” (150). Kenneth
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Chan shares Wang’s perception of the relationship. In Remade in Hollywood: The
Global Chinese Presence in Transnational Cinemas, Chan comments that the crosscultural relationship between the Hollywood and Hong Kong film industries:
crisscross[es] the Pacific in its cultural and cinematic appropriation and
hybridization, allowing filmmakers on both sides to tap, often
collaboratively, into the transnational capitalist circuits of global filmic
production, distribution and consumption (130).

Filmmaker John Woo, who moved his career from Hong Kong to America in the
1990s (Y. Wang 150), also shares this view, and has observed, regarding the circular
relationship between Hong Kong and American filmmakers, that “[i]t is ironic that
Hollywood began to imitate Hong Kong movies in the late 1980s and 1990s because
Hong Kong films (to a certain degree) are imitations of Hollywood films, so Hollywood
is imitating Hollywood” (Marchetti 150). And finally, in an interview in February, 2007,
William Monahan, who adapted the Infernal Affairs screenplay to write the screenplay
for The Departed, commented, reflecting his vested interest in furthering the perception
of The Departed as, at least in part, an “original” product, that the:
give and take between American and Asian cinema is one of the great
energizing cross-cultural relationships, like rock music getting to England
in the fifties and coming back as the British invasion. Except both are the
R&B record and both are the British Invasion. If there was no Martin
Scorsese or Michael Mann there probably would never have been an
Infernal Affairs, so there’s a chicken and the egg situation to begin with
(Monahan).

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the more balanced, crosscultural “feedback loop” dynamic existing between Asian and American filmmakers was,
however, upended by a surge of American films remaking Asian cinema, with over a
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dozen of such remakes released by Hollywood between 2001 and 2009. Although Asian
films had previously been remade by Hollywood, including the notable Kurosawa films
Seven Samurai and Yojimbo, remade as The Magnificent Seven and A Fistful of Dollars,
respectively, prior to the turn of the twenty-first century, such remakes were both
infrequent and sporadic (Y. Wang 147).
The surge in Hollywood remakes of Asian films between 2001 and 2009 began
with a general surge of Hollywood remakes, particularly remakes of French films,
beginning in the 1980s (Mazdon 22-23). Hollywood budgets grew substantially in the
1980s, largely due to increased marketing costs (22). As a result, “major Hollywood
productions had to gross well over $100 million in order to become profitable[,]” and
Hollywood focused on minimizing risk by investing a larger portion of its capital in safer,
market tested foreign films (22). A proliferation of French film remakes followed the
commercial success of Three Men and a Baby, the 1987 remake of Trois hommes at un
couffin (22), and between 1987 and 1993, Hollywood released seventeen remakes of
French films originally released in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (Forrest and Koos 281).
According to producer Roy Lee, remakes of French films began to taper off in the
1990s once the most viable films had been purchased, and during this same period, Asia
emerged as both a source of films rivaling Hollywood films, and as a more significant
film market (Herbert Transnational Hollywood 96). Hollywood “imitates the last great
success” (Forrest and Koos 23), and the systematic remaking of Asian cinema, largely
attributable to Roy Lee and his Los Angeles based production company, Vertigo
Entertainment, began with the purchase of Ringu by DreamWorks, and the subsequent
commercial success of The Ring (Y. Wang 147-148; Singer 7). Lee, recognizing
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Hollywood’s constant search for new ideas, “made a career of brokering the remake
rights of successful East Asian genre films to American studios…[and] served as
executive producer or producer for most of America’s post-2001 remakes…” (Y. Wang
147). Although, according to Lee, he had never seen a Japanese or Korean film before
2001 (Singer 7), he was presented that year with a video tape copy of Ringu, a Japanese
horror film directed by Hideo Nakata (Singer 7; Friend 43). Lee, impressed by the
novelty of the film and its filmmaking style, and recognizing the adaptability of the
concept behind the film—a supernatural being connected to the physical world through a
video tape—contacted the film’s producer, Ichise Takashige, and arranged for a
screening at DreamWorks (Singer 7). DreamWorks purchased the remake rights for $1.3
million, slightly more than the entire $1.2 million production budget for Ringu (7). Once
The Ring went into production, Lee focused on other films directed by Hideo Nikata and
produced by Takashige, and soon sold the remake rights to another horror film released
by the filmmakers, Dark Water (Friend 43). And with that, the surge of Hollywood
remakes of Asian cinema during the first decade of the twenty-first century had begun.
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Chapter III
The Translation of Asian Films by Hollywood During the First Decade of the TwentyFirst Century

Having briefly explored the history of international remakes, the criticisms
leveled at Hollywood’s frequent reliance on remakes over original material, and the
factors leading to the surge of remakes of Asian films by Hollywood during the first
decade of the twenty-first century in the previous chapter, this chapter discusses the
challenges confronting Hollywood when remaking foreign films, including Asian films.
This chapter also explores the assumptions and choices made by Hollywood in
connection with adapting Asian films during the first decade of the twenty-first century,
and some of the film techniques and styles employed by Hollywood in connection with
remaking Asian films. As such, this chapter provides a context for the more detailed
discussion of the choices made by the filmmakers of The Departed in Chapter IV, and the
more detailed comparison of The Departed and Infernal Affairs set forth in such chapter.
The challenge when remaking foreign cinema lies in the difficulty of transforming
a screenplay and film made for the domestic audience of another country into a film for
consumption by the American and global film audience. Films, notwithstanding the
circular nature of the international film industry, and the international staffing and
financing of film projects discussed herein, often reflect distinct aspects of cultural
narrative prevalent in the country associated with the production of the film, and like any
text, are informed by historical and contemporary social, political, and cultural issues
unique to the ascribed country of origin (Forrest and Koos 7; Wee 1-3). The view that
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the cinema of particular countries “exist as separate and unique forms of creative and
aesthetic expression reflecting distinct cultural perspectives is commonly expressed” in
film theory and studies (Wee 2). And despite an increasingly globalized film industry
and the availability of international financing, distinguishing a film as, for instance,
Japanese, French, or American “remains a central organizing concept for many critical
accounts” of film production (Mazdon 67).
As discussed in further detail in this chapter, subject to other factors, the unique
sociocultural context of the country associated with the production of a film often
provides the foundation for the basic premise of a film, and shapes the narrative and
characterizations presented in a film, while the narrative and characterizations presented
in a film, in turn, provide the structure for the presentation of a film’s themes. Therefore,
the manner in which sociocultural factors are taken into account and adapted when
textually transforming a film from one culture to another is critical to the production of
any international film remake. The negotiation and transformation engaged in by
filmmakers in this context amounts to a balancing act. The filmmakers must identify the
aspects of a film’s narrative, characterizations, and themes informed by elements of
cultural narrative and specific sociocultural issues, and, having done so, determine the
elements of the foreign film’s narrative, characterizations, and themes, so informed, that
should be stripped away, adopted or altered in the production of the remake, while
imbuing the film with a “mainstream” ideology attractive to a different, and in the case of
most American remakes, global audience. As discussed further in this thesis, the choices
made by American filmmakers in connection with international film remakes reflect
assumptions about the type of film content that will have meaning to an American and
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international audience, about the type of content that will entertain an American and
international audience, and ultimately and most importantly, about the type of content
that will generate positive box office performance.
This difficult exercise of cultural, intertextual translation is being navigated on
Hollywood film projects reflecting the combined work of writers, directors,
cinematographers, and editors assigned to the project by the purchaser of the remake
rights (See Queenan 6; Herbert, “Remaking Transnational Hollywood” 95).
Accordingly, the group of filmmakers responsible for the film remake may lack a
personal interest in the project or a shared vision for the project, which can lead to a
creative disconnect between the competing filmmakers involved in the production and
post-production process. Such was the case with the 2008 remake of the Danny and
Oxide Chung Pang, often referred to as the Pang brothers, 2002 film, The Eye. The
American remake of The Eye, which, as discussed in further detail below, neglects to
translate the supernatural elements conveyed in the original film and received poor
reviews from critics, was co-directed by David Moreau and Xavier Palud. David
Moreau, a French director assigned to the film by the American producers, voiced
frustration with the post-production process and with Hollywood filmmaking generally,
stating that he was “shut out of the editing room” (Lewis). Moreau also commented that
the end product does not reflect his artistic expression, stating that the film released is not
“the movie that [he] did” (Lewis). Perhaps a unified creative vision would have
produced a film with a better critical response.
Films serve to “reveal the distinct and specific cultural differences, aesthetic
divergences, and social anxieties that distinguish one nation’s popular culture products
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from [an]other’s” (Wee 204), and some of these sociocultural aspects are so unique and
distinct that the basic premise of the film is difficult to adapt in the context of an
international film remake. The Hollywood film “Shall We Dance”, released in 2004,
exemplifies this issue. “Shall We Dance?” is a remake of the 1996 Japanese film of the
same name, written and directed by Masayuki Suo. In the Japanese film, a hard-working,
stable Salaryman, who, like most Japanese Salarymen, devotes long hours to an
employer-for-life and commutes to and from work daily (127), revitalizes himself by
enrolling in ballroom dancing lessons without the knowledge of his family. It is
noteworthy that, although Japan remains, in comparison to the United States, a society
with “rigid social codes and expectations” where duty is emphasized over self-fulfillment
(S. Wang 47), the Salaryman is not representative of all of Japanese society. In fact, the
percentage of employees in Japan who could be categorized as Salarymen has been in
steady decline, particularly since the economic recession suffered by Japan in the 1990s,
and it has been estimated that less than 10% of Japan’s workforce could currently be
categorized as Salarymen (See Wee 127; Murakami). Nonetheless, the premise and the
depiction of a Salaryman as the protagonist are effective in the film because, in Japan, it
is both unthinkable that a conservative Salaryman would engage in public dancing and
dance lessons, and understandable that such person might hide these activities from his
family (See Lonergan). The original Japanese film, although reflecting Japan’s
comparatively conservative and repressed society, was produced for an international
audience, and a voice-over narration at the beginning of the film makes the improbability
of the protagonist’s actions clear:
In Japan, ballroom dancing is regarded with much suspicion. In a country
where married couples don’t go out arm in arm, much less say ‘I love
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you’ out loud…the idea that a husband and wife would embrace and
dance in front of others is beyond embarrassing. However, to go out
dancing with someone else would be misunderstood and prove more
shameful… (00:01:18-00:01:58).
The American remake, written by Audrey Wells based on Masayuki Suo’s
original screenplay, and directed by Peter Chelsom, closely follows the narrative,
characterizations, and theme, a longing for a more exciting and meaningful life, of the
Japanese film. However, the “original Japanese version’s cultural component does not
have the same resonance in the American remake” (S. Wang 47). The protagonist’s
adventures of self-discovery would likely be admired in America, and it is nonsensical
that the American protagonist would feel such shame that he would hide his dancing and
dance lessons from his family. This is immediately obvious in the omission of the voiceover narration in the American version, which would not apply to American society.
It is unclear why the American filmmakers failed to alter the culturally specific
aspects of the Japanese film. The cultural differences forming the premise of the
Japanese film may have been overlooked in the production of the American version (See
Forrest and Koos 281), or the cultural uniqueness of the premise in the Japanese film
might have been mistaken as universal (See 7). Regardless, the American filmmakers
chose to simply adopt the culturally informed premise of the Japanese version without
localizing the film to American society, and the failure to adapt and alter the premise in
the American version results in a film that makes little sense in an American setting.
Following the premise of a film, i.e. the core state of facts and assumptions from
which the narrative derives, would seem to be a prerequisite for the characterization of a
subsequent film based on such film as a “film remake.” The American remake of the
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Thai film Bangkok Dangerously challenges this presumption. The Thai film, released in
1999 and written and directed by the Pang brothers, depicts a deaf and mute hitman living
in Bangkok who, upon meeting a kind pharmacist, experiences love and longs for a new,
different life. In the Hollywood “remake,” Nicholas Cage plays Joe, an American hitman
with fabulous hair who travels to Bangkok to complete his final kills and retire from his
violent profession. Joe is neither deaf nor mute. Instead, in the remake, the Thai
pharmacist he meets and with whom he forms a romantic relationship is deaf and mute.
The American remake was written by Jason Richman and directed by the Pang brothers.
In an interview after the release of the American version, Danny Pang commented that
the brothers agreed to direct the remake to “retain the culture of Thailand” in the film and
to prevent a foreign director from misrepresenting Thai culture (Pang 00:00:1000:00:54). The location in Bangkok is, however, the only element of Thai culture
retained in the American version, and given the fundamentally different premise, and
despite that the films share the same title and are directed by the same directors, the
American version is a remake in name alone.
Remakes of foreign films can also be met with commercial and critical failure
because the cinematic text of the original film is informed by cultural aspects so unique
and distinctive that the narrative and characterizations of the original film are extremely
challenging to translate. The 2008 Hollywood remake of the 2001 South Korean film My
Sassy Girl, directed by Kwak Jae-yong and released to critical acclaim and box office
success, exemplifies this issue. Both films depict a young female, seemingly addicted to
alcohol and difficult behavior, pursued by a young male willing to accept her destructive
personality and habits, and the American remake generally follows the basic narrative
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and themes of the original film. The South Korean film, however, relies on a reversal of
traditional cinematic gender stereotypes, with The Girl, as she is called throughout the
film, displaying dominance and taking advantage of the effeminate male protagonist’s
weakness for romance. The American remake, released straight to DVD and “universally
panned” (Chung and Scott 252), mimics many of the scenes of the original film, but fails
to establish the gender reversals critical to the South Korean film, with the female in the
American version, Jordan, depicted simply as, for lack of a better word, sassy.
In “Into ‘Spreadable’ Spaces: Netflix, YouTube, and the Question of Cultural
Translatability,” a chapter in the book Movie Migrations, film scholars Hye Seung Chung
and David Scott Diffrient explore the transnational translatability of South Korean
cinema through the lens of Hollywood attempts to remake financially successful South
Korean films. The authors argue that the “creative misfires and commercial as well as
critical failures” of Hollywood remakes of South Korean films, including My Sassy Girl,
are “attributable, at least in part, to the untranslatability of narrative circumstances and
characterizations unique to the Korean culture,” and that “elusive local cultural references
in the Korean originals often fail to translate into Hollywood narratives…” (249).
According to Chung and Diffrient, the Korean title of the film, Yŏpgijŏkin kŭnyŏ,
translates best as “Weird Girl” or “Gross-Out Girl,” and the Korean concept of yŏpgi”
lies at the “heart of My Sassy Girl’s cultural specificity” (250). The word yŏpgi has no
direct single word translation into English, and translates as a combination of the words
“weird, gross, grotesque and horrific” (250), and an important scene in the Korean film
depicts The Girl vomiting on an older gentleman on the subway (251). My Sassy Girl is
based on a popular Korean online novel, and the novel created a “trendy yŏpgi culture
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among Korean teens and twentysomethings” (251). The “liberating, countercultural
rebellion [represented by yŏpgi culture also]…struck a chord with urban youths in
neighboring Asian countries (including China, Taiwan, Japan, Thailand, and Vietnam)
who share similar values and lifestyles to those of the mismatched college couple,” and
the film was well received in other Asian countries (250). In a 2004 survey, the film was
named by 85% of Chinese respondents in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou as the
“’most impressive Korean film’ that they had encountered” (250).
The “yŏpgi girl” in My Sassy Girl also displays her “yŏpginess” by, among other
acts, forcing her boyfriend to read scripts she has written, including a script that reverses
the gender roles in a canonical Korean short story, revising the story so that, on her
deathbed, the female protagonist demands that her male lover be buried alive with her
(251). Chung and Diffrient argue that depictions of The Girl’s yŏpginess” in the film, as
well as the prominent use of a famous Korean short story, are critical to the film, and
immediately recognizable to a Korean audience, “but create a gap in transnational
reception” (252) for any international audience in connection with an international
remake of the film. Chung and Diffrient further argue that the cultural specificity of
these depictions precluded the production of a version of My Sassy Girl by the American
filmmakers that attempts to follow the narrative of the original film (252), leading to the
“prematurely canned and relegated to the limited direct-to-DVD…failure of the
American remake” (252).
It is clear that the South Korean version of My Sassy Girl is very culturally
specific. The issue with the American version, however, is not the “untranslatability” of
the South Korean film. The issue is that the American version strips the South Korean
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film of its cultural specificity, but fails to replace such cultural specificity with a
localized, American narrative, or to imbue the film with an American meaning. Like the
decision by the American filmmakers of Shall We Dance to adapt the basic premise of its
Japanese predecessor without change, the narrative and characterizations presented in the
American version of My Sassy Girl reflect choices and assumptions made by the
filmmakers. The assumption here is that overtly specific cultural aspects of films—very
often the aspects of the film that make the film “work for local audiences”—won’t be
understood or appreciated by American or global audiences, and must therefore be “shorn
for global distribution and consumption” (Smith and Verevis 55). With My Sassy Girl,
the removal of culturally specific aspects of the film, coupled with the failure to
effectively localize the film to American culture, results in a remake that is a mere shell
of its predecessor.
The commercial and critical response to the American remake of My Sassy Girl
“illustrates the difficulty of translating culturally specific humor and fitting it into a
mainstream Hollywood rom-com formula” (252). Although cultural specificity is more
plainly evident in dramas and comedies, horror films present similar, and perhaps greater,
challenges to American filmmakers producing remakes of international films. In dramas
and comedies, the social and cultural issues are up front, and are directly presented in the
film’s narrative. Horror films are equally informed by the cultural narrative and
sociocultural factors present in the country of the original film’s origin, and are
“particularly effective vehicles through which to explore and engage with dominant
contemporary concerns, anxieties, and traumas” (Wee 7). But, because such films depict
the supernatural, the extent to which horror and supernatural films reflect cultural
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concerns and anxieties is less obvious. By way of example, Ringu and The Ring, which
are discussed further in this chapter, can be construed as films depicting the trauma of
divorce. The central narrative of each film, however, depicts the trauma experienced by
the characters as a result of their encounters with supernatural entities, whereas, in a
drama about divorce, the divorce would likely be more central to the narrative of the film.
Similarly, in both versions of Dark Waters, as discussed below, although the mothers are
in divorce proceedings, their encounters with supernatural beings, not their divorces,
form the central narratives of the films, notwithstanding that the films could be viewed as
depicting the trauma of separated families.
Notwithstanding the challenge of identifying and translating cultural specificity in
horror and supernatural films, as evidenced by the number of horror and supernatural film
remakes considered herein, horror and supernatural cinema can be viewed as more
readily adaptable in comparison to dramas and most comedies. Horror and supernatural
films are typically built around a central, “high” concept—with the films considered
herein typically involving a supernatural being and some element of technology—that
can be recycled in one or more sequels, or transplanted to a new setting in connection
with an international remake. Horror and supernatural films, notwithstanding the
international translation challenges discussed in this thesis, are also by their nature less
reliant on dialogue than dramas and comedies, and action sequences and special effects,
which speak a universal language, can be employed to move the narrative forward.
As discussed above, the wave of Hollywood remakes of Asian horror films during
the first decade of this century began with the 2002 release of The Ring, a remake of the
1998 Japanese film Ringu, directed by Hideo Nakata and written by Hiroshi Takahashi.
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Although The Ring received mixed to average critical reviews (Metacritic), the film was a
commercial success, and grossed almost $250 million at the worldwide box office
(IMDbPro). Both the Japanese and American versions depict a female journalist
investigating a videotape that, once watched, results in the death of the viewer in one
week. In each film, the videotape was created psionically through the rage of a female
supernatural being, and in each case, the protagonist’s son watches the tape, and the
protagonist races to lift the curse before the death of her son. Although the narrative
structure of the films is very similar, differences in the depiction of the female ghost, and
the relationship of the protagonist and her son, in each case informed by the cultural
narrative and cultural factors present in the respective countries of origin, result in an
American remake that lacks the emotional resonance of the original Japanese film.
In Ringu, the supernatural being responsible for the deadly tape, Sadako, is
depicted as a sympathetic, albeit ambiguous figure, rather than as a malignant monster
(See Wee 85-86). She commits no acts of overt evil. A reporter who accuses her mother
of fraud at a public demonstration of her mother’s psychic abilities is killed, but it is
unclear whether Sadako or her mother is responsible, and if it is Sadako, the act was
committed in protection of her mother (00:59:10-01:01:02). The film also reveals that
her father, who questions the paternity of Sadako and blames her for the scandal
surrounding the death of the reporter, murdered Sadako by pushing her into a well and
sealing the lid (01:12:05-01:13:04). Sadako is depicted as deserving pity, not abhorrence,
and is grounded in the cultural mythology and folklore of Japan. She is an innocent
being—an Onryō—who, having been victimized in life, seeks retribution as a
supernatural entity (Wee 30-31). As such, the characterization of Sadako is recognizable
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to a Japanese audience. Figure 4 below depicts Sadako being murdered and pushed into a
well by her father. Unlike the comparative scene in The Ring, Sadako’s father
approaches her quickly from behind as she stares innocently at a well, and murders her
before she senses his presence, suggesting, as indicated above, that the father’s act is
unjustified and that Sadako’s death is undeserved.

Figure 4. Sadako is murdered by her father (Ringu 01:12:05-01:13:04).
The depiction of Onryōs dates back to the Kaidan tradition of storytelling in
Japanese Kabuki theater, and is part of the cultural narrative of Japan (30-31). The
portrayal of Sadako fits squarely into this Japanese tradition, and her depiction as an
avenging Onryō was intended to elicit compassion from the Japanese audience.
Moreover, the distinctive aesthetics of Ringu, when released, were very familiar to
Japanese audiences. The screenwriter and director of Ringu based the “chilling” look and
feel of Ringu on a series of short horror videos that became extremely popular in Japan,
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and which lead to the production of Ringu (Zahlten 163). Accordingly, Ringu resonated
with Japanese audiences through both historical and contemporary sources.
The American remake of Ringu depicts Sadako, called Samara in The Ring, very
differently. In The Ring, Samara is depicted as evil in both life and death (See Wee 94).
Violence and destruction arise in Samara’s presence. And in a flashback scene, as seen
in Figure 5 below, in which a video recording of Samara from a period of hospitalization
is shown, in answer to a question from her doctor, Samara states clearly that she wishes
to harm people, and that she won’t stop (01:45:30-01:46:02). As Samara speaks, the
scene cuts from a medium shot to a closer shot of Samara sitting alone in her uncluttered
holding cell, placing the emphasis on her threatening statements and the malice in her
gaze. Because of the clear-cut depiction of Samara’s malevolence, the quest to stop
Samara and release the curse of the videotape transforms into a battle between a heroine
protagonist and a monstrous figure, and the emotional tension generated through
compassion for the more ambiguous supernatural being in Ringu is lost.
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Figure 5. Samara informs her doctor that she wishes to continue harming people (The
Ring 01:45:30-01:46:02).
America lacks elements of cultural narrative depicting sympathetic, avenging
spirits (see Wee 65, 96). Instead, in Hollywood films, supernatural beings are primarily
depicted as evil, in a black and white, clearly conveyed, battle against the forces of good
(See Wee 65, 96). This reflects Hollywood’s adoption of the Judeo-Christian perspective
that opposing forces are “engaged in a constant and continuing battle of supremacy,” with
the forces of light fighting the forces of darkness, and the natural world in perpetual
confrontation with the unnatural world (65). This dialectic view of good versus evil is
also employed in Pulse, the 2006 remake of the 2001 Japanese film Kairo, in which
director Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s philosophical approach to apocalyptic events (Wee 155) is
replaced by a standardized Hollywood portrayal of opposing Judeo-Christian ideals.
Despite sharing America’s Judeo-Christian tradition, European films, and particularly
French films, can also be distinguished from Hollywood films in their depiction of good
and evil (Forrest and Koos 8). Ambiguity is an acceptable presence in European cinema,
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including with respect to the depiction of good and evil, but not in the Hollywood
cinematic tradition (8). Hollywood also prefers “clear-cut choices and unambiguous
outcomes” (Chung and Diffrient 250), and in The Ring, the transformation of Sadako to
Samara, and the choice by the American filmmakers to portray Samara as an
unambiguously malevolent being, reflect this preference. In Hollywood, there is no room
for ambiguity, or sympathy, in the triumph of good over evil. Presumably, this aspect of
Hollywood filmmaking led the filmmakers of The Ring to depict Samara as more
unambiguously evil.
Emotional tension is also generated in Ringu through the depiction of the
relationship between the protagonist mother and her son. The mother and son share a
tight familial bond, and the son is depicted as innocent and vulnerable. The mother is,
however, divorced, and is unable to provide constant protection for her son due to the
difficulties associated with living and working as a single mother. This depiction is
informed by sociocultural changes occurring in Japan during the 1990s. Gender roles
were shifting, and the influence of centuries old patriarchal values was declining (Wee
34-35). During the 1990s, there was a growing anxiety in Japan “regarding a perceived
heightening dysfunction at the heart of the familial unit” (74-75). These culturally
specific anxieties are articulated in Ringu, in which the mother’s status as a divorced
parent, and her need to be away from the home, compromise her ability to provide
constant parental supervision and protection for her son from the supernatural force
depicted in the film.
Divorce and its effect on family dysfunction were not emerging issues in the
United States at the turn of the twenty-first century (See Wee 17-20). Although gender

40

inequality remained and still remains an issue in the United States, as evidenced by the
Me Too movement, at least publicly, gender equality had been more fully advocated and
endorsed by the 1990s and the beginning of the twenty-first century in the United States
in comparison to Japan, and the resolution of notions of traditional, patriarchal values had
already begun (Wee 67). In other words, issues of gender inequality, divorce, and family
dysfunction are culturally specific to both Japan and the United States, but have been
confronted at different trajectories. In The Ring, although the mother protects her young
son, the son is conveyed as precocious, and the mother’s status as a single parent does not
adversely affect her ability to protect him. Rather than appearing vulnerable, the son is
depicted as independent. He calls his mother by her first name throughout the film, and
at times, his relationship with Samara is unclear. Samara repeatedly speaks to him
through images, and he is able to convey messages on her behalf. As such, he appears far
less innocent and in need of protection, and the mother’s struggle to safeguard him
produces less emotional tension. In Ringu, cultural anxieties existing in Japan provided a
framework for the generation of emotional tension in the Japanese film, and the absence
of these cultural conditions precluded the generation of the same emotional power in the
American remake.
The 2005 American film Dark Water, directed by Walter Salles and written by
Rafael Yglesias, and the Japanese film from which it was remade, the 2002 film Dark
Water, directed by Hideo Nakata and written by Yoshihiro Nakamata and Kenichi
Suzuki, follow the formula set forth in The Ring and Ringu, respectively. Ringu was also
directed by Hideo Nakata, but was the product of other Japanese screenwriters. In both
versions of Dark Water, a mother with a young daughter is engaged in divorce and
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custody proceedings, and because of financial issues, is forced to lease an apartment with
her daughter in an old, perpetually wet, apartment building. Further, in both the
American and Japanese versions, the mother and daughter are haunted by the
supernatural spirit of a young girl who drowned on the roof of the building due to
parental neglect. And finally, in both versions, the mother ultimately saves her daughter
by sacrificing herself and becoming the spectral mother for the supernatural being, who,
neglected in life, longs for a mother in death.
Like Ringu, however, the divorce proceedings are not central to the narrative, but
are used to depict why the mother is frequently absent. As a result of her divorce, she
must work to support herself and her daughter. The ghost of the young girl in the original
Japanese film, as with Ringu, is also less threatening and malevolent than the spectre in
the American version of Dark Water. Moreover, also as presented in Ringu and The
Ring, the mother in the Japanese version of Dark Water shares a very tight bond with her
daughter, and her daughter is portrayed as innocent and vulnerable, whereas, in the
American version, the mother and child have a more mature relationship, and the
daughter is both independent and precocious.
According to Valerie Wee in Japanese Horror Films and Their American
Remakes, both the Japanese and American versions of Dark Water reflect the popular
“alignment of horror with the feminine,” and reveal “patriarchal culture’s enduring fear
of the female” (99). The original Japanese film, however, as with Ringu, also reflects the
“gender-rooted conflicts that arose in the final decade of the twentieth century” (101) in
Japan, and the breakdown of traditional familial relationships during this period,
including an increase in divorce (101-102). This is depicted in several scenes in the
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Japanese version of Dark Water. For example, in a scene in the beginning of the movie,
the mother attends a hearing with government officials where she is required to
demonstrate her fitness as a mother, and her financial and mental capacity to care for her
daughter (00:03:20-00:05:58). The hearing is, however, akin to an inquisition. She faces
the officials alone, and is portrayed as a defendant. The scene establishes her status as an
untraditional female, and her daughter is repeatedly depicted as vulnerable because of
this status. Conversely, in the American version, a similar scene depicts a mediation
between the mother and her estranged husband (00:01:46-00:03:10), and is utilized in the
American film simply to establish why the mother is living alone with her daughter. The
difficulty divorce causes the mother in the Japanese version, coupled with the tighter
bond she shares with her more vulnerable, and less precocious daughter, create more
emotional resonance in comparison to the American version. The danger to the daughter
is more clearly articulated, and this tension is sustained throughout the film.
And also as with Ringu and The Ring, the American version portrays the spirit of
the young girl as a malevolent being, rather than as a sympathetic, avenging Onryō.
Flashbacks in the Japanese film, as portrayed in Figure 6 below, depict the spectre,
Mitsuko, in life as a neglected, innocent young girl, repeatedly left alone at school by her
neglectful parents after all of the other children have been picked up by their mother or
father. A wide angle is used in the scene depicted in Figure 6 to isolate Mitsuko in a
larger shot and to emphasize her lonely, unattended life. And in a pivotal scene, the
supernatural being, represented only by black ghostly arms, pulls the daughter into dark
water for several seconds before the scene cuts away (01:17:45-01:19:12). The actions
by the supernatural being in the Japanese version are portrayed as more communicative,
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rather than malevolent—she seeks the attention of the mother, rather than intending to
harm the daughter. The comparable scene in the American film highlights the violent,
malicious intent of the film’s spectre. The supernatural spirit appears in the form of a
living girl, in flesh, and holds the daughter underwater in a bath tub, drowning her, while,
as depicted in Figure 7 below, staring menacingly at the mother, who desperately
attempts to break a shower door to get to her daughter (01:29:24-01:30:58). Although
Figure 7 depicts a medium shot as the mother enters the bathroom, the scene then
employs aggressive cuts between medium shots and close-ups of the malevolent
supernatural being and the panicked mother, which, as discussed further in this chapter
below, generate a heightened visceral reaction to the scene. As with The Ring, the
filmmakers followed American cinematic traditions by depicting the film as a battle of
good versus evil. The supernatural being is a monster who must be defeated, or as here,
placated, and any deep compassion for the spectre is lost. Dark Water continued the
commercial success of The Ring by earning over $68 million in gross box office receipts
(IMDbPro), but also like The Ring, received mixed to average critical reviews
(Metacritic).
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Figure 6. Mitsuko, in life, walking home in the rain alone, after her parents failed to pick
her up at school (Dark Water 00:50:30-00:51:48).

Figure 7. Natasha, as a supernatural being, staring menacingly at the female protagonist
while holding her daughter under water (Dark Water 01:29:24-01:30:58).
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In other American remakes of Asian horror films during the first decade of the
twenty-first century, the filmmakers rely on the concept of class, cultural, and ethnic
Otherness to compensate for elements of cultural narrative and sociocultural specificity
informing the original text, and to compensate for Hollywood’s inability or unwillingness
to rely on the presence of supernatural beings and the conveyance of supernatural stories
to create emotional tension in films. Horror films depicting supernatural beings
inherently contain elements of Otherness vis-à-vis the dichotomy of the natural and
supernatural worlds, and of the living and the dead (See Wee 58). Several American
remakes of Asian horror films, however, also rely on cultural Otherness by locating the
American protagonists in foreign lands, where they must struggle with the “inscrutability
and mystery” (22) of displacement abroad, while simultaneously battling not just the
Otherness of a supernatural being, but the Otherness of a supernatural being of different
cultural and ethnic origins from themselves.
In the 2002 Japanese film Ju-On: The Grudge, written and directed by Takashi
Shimizu, and the 2004 American remake The Grudge, also directed by Takashi Shimizu,
but written by Stephen Susco, a curse is born in a house in Japan when a Japanese
husband murders both his wife, who was in love with another man, and his young son.
Multiple characters in each film are then victimized by the supernatural wife and son, as
the curse moves from the site of the murder to the locations of the victims who have
visited the house. Ju-On: The Grudge examines the “changing roles of masculinity and
patriarchy” in Japan, and the “consequences for society when men and fathers feel
threatened by socioeconomic, political and ideological changes” (Wee 123), as depicted
in the film by the wife’s betrayal and murder by her husband. Ju-On: The Grudge is
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grounded in the cultural narrative of Japan, and traditional stories of yūrei - individuals
who return as ghosts to haunt the living until their spirits are purified (30). Moreover, the
film version released by Takashi Shimizu in 2002 was actually his third iteration of JuOn, and the concept had already been presented in Japan on television and straight to
video releases (see Kalat 253). As such, and as with Ringu, Japanese audiences were
familiar with the story through both historical and contemporary sources.
The United States lacks a cultural tradition depicting yūrei, and by the turn of the
century, as discussed above, conflicts regarding gender roles were more fully resolved in
America. As such, the American film seeks to compensate for the absence of the cultural
narrative and sociocultural elements driving the Japanese film by locating the narrative in
Japan, but focusing on a group of American expatriates “confronted with a mysterious
and incomprehensible force that is doubly ‘Othered’ in terms of being Japanese and
supernatural” (137). This strategy is acknowledged by the filmmakers in the special
feature The Birth of the Grudge accompanying the DVD. In the special feature, the
film’s producers, including Sam Raimi, stress that the original film is based on “Japanese
folklore” regarding ghosts (00:02:07-00:02:12) and that the creative team chose to
employ a “fish out of water” concept of Americans living in Japan to compensate for the
lack of such folklore in America (00:06:28-00:06:56). Director Takashi Shimizu also
comments on the narrative changes in the special feature, stating that “Americans
wouldn’t understand the ghost story” in the original film (00:02:46-00:02:56), but that, to
a Japanese audience, the idea of a ghost returning because it “needs something” is real,
and therefore terrifying (00:03:09-00:03:14). Do Americans understand ghost stories,
notwithstanding the lack of a long, cultural tradition of ghost narratives in the United
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States? Perhaps, and perhaps not. The question, however, does not need to be answered.
The critical issue is that the filmmakers, as articulated directly in their discussions about
the film, assumed that Americans would not understand the Japanese versions, and
therefore chose to alter the narrative and rely on Otherness to create tension, entertain the
audience, and ultimately, generate box office, DVD and digital revenues. As with both
The Ring and Dark Water, The Grudge received a mixed to average critical response
(Metacritic), but did very well at the box office, grossing approximately $187 million
worldwide (IMDbPro). As such, the choices made by the American filmmakers achieved
their objective of producing a commercially successful film.
The Otherness confronting the American protagonists in The Grudge is developed
by repeatedly portraying the characters as strangers trapped in a strange land,
misunderstanding Japanese customs (00:23:04-00:23:14), and struggling with simple
tasks such as, as seen in the claustrophobic shot depicted in Figure 8 below, shopping for
groceries (00:28:30-00:29:02). The sense of Otherness is also developed on an ethnic
level, and the Americans, as exemplified in Figure 9 below, are often situated as the sole
Caucasians among a large group of Asian individuals (e.g. 00:55:15-00:56:34). Figure 9
depicts a medium shot wide enough to captures all of the occupants of the back of the
bus, but the focus of the camera draws the viewer to the two distinct, Caucasian
protagonists. The intent is to generate a dichotomy of us and them. As a result of the
assumptions and choices of the filmmakers, while Jo-On: The Grudge constitutes a
layered, ambiguous film relying on folklore to convey a story that incorporates
contemporary anxieties present in Japan, the American version devolves into a
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standardized Hollywood tale of good versus evil, in this case, with the “white, European
self” battling the Japanese, supernatural Other (See Richardson 13).

Figure 8. All Lost in the Supermarket in The Grudge (00:28:30-00:29:02).
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Figure 9. Ethnic Otherness in The Grudge (00:55:15-00:56:34).
The American filmmakers responsible for the remake of the Thai film Shutter,
released in 2004 and directed by Banjong Pisanthanakun and Parkpoom Wongpoom,
employed a similar strategy to the filmmakers of The Grudge. In both the American and
Thai versions of Shutter, a male and female couple are haunted by a female spectre who,
in life, was sexually assaulted by friends of the male protagonist. In the films, the male
protagonist had a romantic relationship with the girl and witnessed the assault, but did
nothing to stop it. The original film is located in Thailand and depicts Thai characters.
In the 2008 American remake, directed by Japanese filmmaker Masayuki Ochiai, and
written by American screenwriter Luke Dawson, an American couple relocate to Tokyo
soon after marrying so that the male protagonist can pursue an employment opportunity
in fashion photography. According to Luke Dawson, who discusses the location of the
narrative in Tokyo in the special feature accompanying the DVD titled A Cultural
Divide: Shooting in Japan, the filmmakers wanted to create tension and atmosphere by
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portraying the main characters as out of place physically and culturally, and “surrounded
by chaos” (00:02:56-00:03:10). And according to director Masayuki Ochiai, who is
interviewed in a second special feature accompanying the DVD, titled The Director:
Masayuki Ochiai, the filmmakers “needed to make a film understandable to an American
audience” (00:02:38-00:02:44), and relying solely on the depiction of ghosts, which are
“scary already…because of [the] cultural background” (00:03:10-00:03:20) of Japan and
other Asian countries, would be insufficient for an American audience. These comments
mirror the comments made by the filmmakers of The Grudge. And as with The Grudge,
the comments reveal the assumptions made by the Shutter filmmakers with respect to the
type of content accessible to American and global audiences, versus a Japanese or other
Asian audience, and the basis for their decision to locate the film in Japan and rely on
cultural and ethnic Otherness for the creation of dramatic tension.
The American remake of Shutter utilizes scenes very similar to those portrayed in
The Grudge to establish Otherness through the displacement of the American
protagonists in Tokyo, including a segment seemingly lifted from Sophia Coppola’s Lost
in Translation, in which, as depicted in Figure 10 below, the female protagonist in
Shutter wanders the streets of Tokyo marveling at the incomprehensible sights and
sounds of the exotic, Eastern city (00:16:58-00:18:08). The shot depicted in Figure 10
also exemplifies the ethnic Otherness depicted in the film. She is not just the only
Caucasian in the shot, but faces a different direction from almost all of the extra
characters depicted in the shot. Ultimately, as with The Grudge, the reliance on
Otherness in Shutter transforms the subtle, supernatural Thai mystery film on which it is
based into a traditional Hollywood battle of the natural world against the unnatural world,
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and the American version earned generally unfavorable critical reviews (Metacritic).
However, although the American version did not perform as well at the box office as The
Grudge, Shutter grossed over $48 million worldwide with a budget of approximately $8
million (IMDbPro Shutter). Accordingly, and again as with The Grudge, the assumptions
and decisions made the filmmakers were rewarded at the box office, and the film was a
commercial success.

Figure 10. The female protagonist in Shutter, situated in the center of the shot, wanders
the streets of Tokyo (00:16:58-00:18:08).

A third American film remake utilizing Otherness to drive the narrative, The Eye,
was released in 2008 and directed by the aforementioned David Moreau and Xavier
Palud. The Eye is a remake of the Pang brothers film of the same name, released in 2002.
In the two films, a blind violinist receives a cornea transplant and begins experiencing
visions that foretell death. In each film, the female protagonist travels to a foreign
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country, together with her male psychotherapist, to research the foreign cornea donor.
And each film culminates with a peaceful transition to the afterlife for the cornea donor,
but a massive traffic catastrophe foreseen by the female protagonist on the road home
resulting in a reoccurrence of blindness for the female protagonist. In the American
version, unlike the original film, the female protagonist successfully rescues a large
number of individuals who would have otherwise fallen victim to the fiery accident
(01:22:18-01:27:24).
The original Pang brothers film found its audience by “tap[ping] into a popularly
shared tradition of ghost literature and visual culture among East Asian countries[,]” as
well as the “plethora of female ghost stories and legends in East Asian countries” (J. Li
“You Won’t Believe” 184). The female protagonist in the original film travels from
Hong Kong, where she resides, to Thailand to investigate her organ donor, but Thailand
and Thai people are represented in the film as socioculturally equal to Hong Kong and its
residents. The trip to Thailand in the original film was not utilized by the filmmakers to
establish Otherness, but rather, reflects and honors the diverse, pan-Asian cast and crew
of the film (183). The Pang brothers were born in Hong Kong but made films, such as
Bangkok Dangerous, in Thailand, and the remaining film crew and cast were from
multiple Asian countries, including Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore (183). As such,
the film was given a pan-Asian flavor.
In contrast, in the American version of The Eye, the filmmakers chose to depict
the cornea donor as Mexican, and the remake “imagines Mexico as a backward,
superstitious and primitive other where the esoteric becomes the normal” (188). The
female protagonist, Sydney Wells, is a concert violinist who resides in a high end
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apartment in Los Angeles, which is depicted as advanced and modern. Sydney begins
experiencing visions of places and events seen by her cornea donor, and in scenes where
she envisions the home of her cornea donor, her modern bedroom, as depicted in Figure
11 below, transforms into a plain, seemingly dilapidated, room (e.g. 00:22:48-00:23:06),
and when she travels to Mexico to investigate her cornea donor, the citizens and the
country are depicted, as seen in Figure 12 below, which utilizes deep focus to clearly
display both the characters and the wreckage in the background, as poor and backward
(e.g. 01:05:36-:01:08:50). These depictions are reminiscent of 1930s American horror
films, where the protagonists must travel to a Central or Eastern European locale, filled
with irrational, traditional natives, to confront the particular creature presented in the film
(See Richardson 105). With The Eye, the filmmakers attempt to create cinematic tension
through the presentation of class, cultural, and ethnic Otherness, and the remake
“becomes essentially Eurocentric as it re-inscribes a hierarchized dynamic between the
western woman and her muted and othered Third-World double,” only allowing the
“American heroine agency at the expense of the inferior Mexican other” (J. Li “You
Won’t Believe” 183). The effect is predictably offensive, and The Eye received generally
unfavorable critical reviews (Metacritic). The film did, however, generate almost $60
million in box office receipts, and was profitable, and therefore a commercial success
(IMDbPro The Eye). Moreover, since the alterations in characterization and narrative
were executed by the filmmakers to make the film more relatable to American and
international audiences, and to generate film revenues, like the other films with
commercial success, the film itself can therefore be considered successful.
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Figure 11. Sydney’s high end apartment transforms into a simple, dilapidated room (The
Eye 00:22:48-00:23:06).

Figure 12. Sydney travels to Mexico to investigate her cornea donor (The Eye 01:05:3601:08:50).
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Two Indian remakes of The Eye were also released – the Hindi film Naina,
released in 2005, and the Tamil film Adhu, released in 2004. Like the American version
of The Eye, both films largely follow the narrative of the original Pang brothers film.
Both films, also like the American version of The Eye, rely on class and cultural
Otherness to create dramatic tension. In Adhu, the female protagonist travels from a
more advanced area of India to an impoverished area of India to investigate her cornea
donor. The use of class and cultural Otherness is more pronounced in Naina, and closer
to corresponding narrative elements in the American version of The Eye. In Naina, the
female protagonist, Naina Shah, is ethnically Indian, but lives in London. Her apartment
is upscale, and multiple location shots of London are utilized by the filmmakers to depict
London as modern and advanced. Figures 13 and 14 below depict several of these shots,
which, as with The Eye, utilize deep focus to clearly portray the character and the modern
background. Similar to the protagonist’s trip to Mexico in the American version of The
Eye, Naina travels from London to an impoverished area of India to research her cornea
donor, and the area of India to which she travels is depicted, as seen in deep focus in
Figure 15 below, as dilapidated and backward. Scenes depicting Naina in India also
appear to use a different lens filter, resulting in a darker, grimier look for such shots.
There appears to be very little commentary available on either Adhu or Naina.
Presumably, the filmmakers, like the filmmakers of the American version of The Eye,
assumed that generating class and cultural Otherness by placing the characters in a
foreign, destitute land would create dramatic tension and increase the market for their
films.
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Figure 13. Naina in modern and advanced London (Naina 00:34:46-00:35:16).

Figure 14. Naina, again in modern and advanced London (Naina 01:02:40-01:03:02).
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Figure 15. Naina, in India investigating her cornea donor (Naina 01:09:44-01:12:01).
The translational challenges facing American filmmakers remaking Asian films
during the first decade of the twenty-first century were largely confined to the treatment
of elements of narrative and characterizations. American filmmakers typically follow
American models and traditions with respect to film production, distribution and
financing, the retention of talent, and the film techniques employed in international
remakes. For instance, in comparison to the original Asian films, American filmmakers
consistently employ computer-generated special effects rather than more low-tech effects
in the remakes discussed herein. Such films also rely on aggressive editing and shooting,
and often exhibit recurring film tropes and heightened drama in comparison to their
Asian predecessor films. As with the changes in characterizations and narrative
discussed above, however, the employment of Hollywood film techniques and more
dramatic characterizations and narrative by American filmmakers reflect assumptions
made by such filmmakers regarding the elements of Hollywood films that attract
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audiences. Michael Harney discusses these issues in his chapter of Dead Ringers: The
Remake in Theory and Practice titled “Economy and Aesthetics.” As stated by Harney,
with remakes, as with “original” films, “only those projects are produced that can attract
capital by virtue of potential audience or audiences” (78), and as part of the effort to
reach the largest possible audience, American filmmakers remaking foreign films “tend
to deploy various high-toning or upgrading strategies” to attract bigger worldwide
audiences (73). According to Harney, the “constant in remaking is [the] spending of
[more] money” and the rule is that, for success at the box office, everything from film
techniques to characterizations and elements of narrative must be “amplified” (74).
With respect to special effects, regardless of the realism and quality of the original
film’s special effects, American producers demand “splashy CGI effects” in remakes
(Kalat 254), a process which is, according to Michael Harney, akin to “architectural
gentrification” (Forrest and Koos 74). The urge to rely on splashier special effects is
somewhat understandable. As discussed earlier, unlike dialogue, special effects and the
images they present do not need to undergo a process of translation. However, for the
original films, lower production budgets can be “enabling” constraints, “spurring the
filmmakers to make fresh use of cinematic devices while eschewing special effects” (Lim
208). And according to producer Roy Lee, the use of ingenious “low-tech” effects makes
the original films feel more genuine, while the “standard techniques of Hollywood
filmmakers…[can] make [a] film feel fake and like a cartoon rather than a reality”
(Chung 12). This difference is evident in Ju-On: The Grudge and its American remake,
produced by, among others, Roy Lee. The Grudge also reflects the use of Hollywood
style effects despite the opposition of Takashi Shimizu, who directed both the Japanese
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and American versions of the film, and preferred limited low-tech effects, but was
overruled by the American producers (Kalat 254).
By way of example, in a scene depicting the ghost of the murdered wife in the
original Japanese film, the spectre is depicted as a shadow, and when the camera closes in
on her face, a live shot of an actress in dark make-up is utilized (00:14:40-00:15:08). The
effect is simple and realistic. The American remake uses computer-generated imagery
for the medium shot of the ghost and the close-up of the ghost’s face (00:22:1000:22:40). The ghost feels oddly exaggerated, and the use of computer-generated
imagery is obvious, resulting in a far less believable and realistic scene. Shots depicting
these differences are set forth below in Figures 16-19.

Figure 16. The ghost appears as a shadow in Ju-On: The Grudge (00:14:40-00:15:08).
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Figure 17. An exaggerated ghost fills the room in The Grudge (00:22:10-00:22:40).

Figure 18. A close-up of the ghost in Ju-On: The Grudge (00:14:40-00:15:08).
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Figure 19. A close-up of the ghost in The Grudge (00:22:10-00:22:40).
In an effort to attract global audiences, Hollywood remakes of Asian films during
the first decade of the twenty-first century also emphasize “immediate visceral thrills”
(Wierzbicki 160), and generally ratchet up the drama through a parade of bigger shots,
bigger sound and bigger scenes. On this point, a localization of film styles between Asia
and America is evident in these films. It has been commented that Asian films,
particularly Japanese films, utilize less close-ups, which are typically employed to depict
emotion and to create an emotional reaction, in comparison to American films (See
Richie 40). This is not as obvious in the films discussed herein. For instance, Ju-On:
The Grudge and The Grudge, as seen above, both employ close-ups of the supernatural
beings for dramatic effect. The primary stylistic difference between the Asian and
American films considered in this thesis lie in the aggressive approach to shooting and
editing employed in the American films, creating what film historian David Bordwell
describes as an “impact aesthetic” (Bordwell 158). The American films often employ an
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aggressive mix between long shots, medium shots and close-ups, including extreme
close-ups, to disorient the viewer, create tension, and trigger a visceral response. This is
discussed above with respect to Dark Water.
Tortilla Soup, directed by Maria Ripoli and released in 2001, exemplifies the
unnecessary insertion of dramatic sequences to create emotional tension. Tortilla Soup is
a remake of the Taiwanese film Eat Drink Man Woman, an Ang Lee film released in
1994. With some characterizations and points of narrative, the remake effectively
translates the cultural specificity of Ang Lee’s film—by way of example, a character in
the original film is, somewhat unusually for a Taiwanese citizen, Christian, and the same
character in the American film is depicted as born-again Christian, equally unusual for an
American citizen. The film however, also ramps up the drama in multiple scenes in an
effort to bring more dramatic tension to the film, with one scene, for example, portraying
three of the characters suddenly smashing plates on the floor during a mostly lighthearted, sibling argument in their father’s kitchen (00:18:30-00:20:08). Hollywood
understands that drama sells (Groen C1), and these scenes are added to attract a larger
audience.
This is also evident in The Ring. Seemingly unwilling to rely on the generation of
emotional tension through their portrayal of the supernatural spectre and danger to the
protagonists, the filmmakers infuse the film with scenes depicting over-the-top drama. In
one sequence, as seen in Figures 20, 21 and 22 below, a horse being transported in a
horse trailer on a ferry, sensing the presence of Samara, crashes through the steel door of
its horse trailer, rears on its back legs on top of a car, then gallops the length of the ferry
before leaping over the head of the crouching female protagonist, plunging into the sea,
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and being chewed up by the propeller of the ferry (00:56:20-00:58:40). The content, as
depicted in Figures 20, 21 and 22, is already highly dramatic, but the sequence also cuts,
as discussed above, violently between wide shots, medium shots, and quick close-ups of
the terrified horse and female protagonist to disorient the viewer and, as with Dark
Waters, to create heightened tension and visceral reactions. In another scene, Samara’s
father commits suicide by dumping every small appliance present in his home in a bath
tub, and then, for dramatic effect, waiting for the female protagonist to enter the
bathroom before electrocuting himself by plugging in an over-worked power strip draped
over his shoulders (01:18:20-01:19:40). The Ring, and each of the other remakes of
Asian horror and supernatural films by Hollywood during the era, also employ the sudden
appearance of cats, characters, and inanimate objects, accompanied by sudden jolts of
sound, to create instantaneous, short-lived thrills. Audiences “come in droves for visceral
scares” (Rippberger), and the intention here is, again, to generate box office success.
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Figure 20. A horse, sensing the presence of Samara, jumps ship in The Ring (00:56:2000:58:40).

Figure 21. From the point of view of the female protagonist, the horse is processed by the
ferry’s propeller (The Ring 00:56:20-00:58:40).

65

Figure 22. The female protagonist reacts to the horse’s demise (The Ring 00:56:2000:58:40).
As discussed above with respect to Ringu and the Japanese version of Dark
Water, the emotional power of several other Asian films remade by Hollywood during
the first decade of the twenty-first century is generated through the depiction of close
personal relationships between the main characters. Similarly, the South Korean film A
Tale of Two Sisters depicts an older sister, who has returned from a mental institution,
protecting her younger sister from their hated stepmother. The sisters blame the
stepmother for the death of their mother. Ultimately and steadily, the film reveals that
the younger sister is dead, and that the entire film represents the older sister’s delusions.
The two sisters, however, are portrayed as sharing a deep love for each other, and the
film produces “horror, sadness and beauty” (Lim 235) through its portrayal of the older
sister protecting her charming, innocent sibling from their menacing stepparent. In the
American remake, titled The Uninvited, the imagined sister is depicted as obnoxious,
unlikeable, and more than capable of defending herself. As such, the intense emotional
strength generated through the close bond of the two sisters in the original film is lost.
The Uninvited was, however, a moderate commercial success, earning approximately $41
million worldwide with a budget of $20 million (IMDbPro).
Similarly, in the South Korean film Addicted, released in 2002, two brothers fall
into comas after suffering severe injuries in separate car accidents on the same day. The
brothers were very close, and only one brother, Dae-jun, emerges from his coma. He
begins behaving identically to his still comatose brother, and enters into a romantic
relationship with his brother’s wife, Eun-soo, who is deeply despondent over her
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husband’s condition, and whom he has always loved. The emotional power of the movie
is generated through the love Dae-jun and Eun-soo hold for the comatose brother, and
through the intense emotional connection they develop in the film. Dae-jun has
essentially sacrificed his own life, becoming his brother so that Eun-soo can continue her
love for his brother through him. The American remake takes a very different approach.
The surviving brother, Roman, is an unlikeable, immoral, criminal. He mentally and
physically abuses his girlfriend, and murders her when she suspects that he is
impersonating his comatose brother out of malice. Roman impersonates his comatose
brother out of infatuation for his brother’s wife, Jess, and as an act of vengeance against
his more accomplished brother. Ultimately, Jess realizes this and confronts Roman, who
becomes violent. But as her husband awakens from his coma in intercut scenes, she
manages to overcome Roman and kills him (01:12:18-01:16:46). Rather than investing
in the development of emotional connections between and among the characters, the
filmmakers producing Possession, like the filmmakers of The Uninvited, rely instead on
the creation of heightened drama by converting one of the lead characters into an
unlikeable source of theatrics and discord. In this case, the heightened drama did not sell,
and Possession was released straight to DVD in 2009.
The American remake of the 2000 South Korean film Il Mare, titled The Lake
House, also incorporates a difficult, unlikeable character in an effort to add drama to the
film. In The Lake House, released in 2006, in comparison to the original film, the male
protagonist’s father is transformed into a cantankerous, bitter, divorced man. According
to the male protagonist, when asked why his father did not attend his ex-wife’s funeral,
his father retorted that “she was dead to me the moment she left this house” (01:02:50-

67

01:03:06). Both Il Mare and The Lake House depict a couple, separated by two years of
time, magically communicating with each other through the mail box of the lake house in
which they both have lived. The American version exhibits an additional element present
in many Hollywood remakes of Asian films during the first decade of the twenty-first
century, including The Ring and The Grudge. Specifically, the film repeatedly overexplains the supernatural concept—that the characters are actually separated by two years
but communicating contemporaneously—underlying the film. This reflects another
assumption made by American filmmakers, particularly in connection with international
remakes—that such filmmakers must “burden their screenplays with discussions of the
supernatural phenomena that are the films’ driving forces but which for a[n Asian]
audience likely need no explanation at all,” so that the films “make a modicum of sense
to western viewers” (Wierzbicki 160). Again, it is unclear whether this assumption is
consistent with reality. It is, however, clear that it is difficult to suspend disbelief when
the reason such disbelief must be suspended is, based on the assumptions of the
American filmmakers, explained again and again. Although The Lake House received
mixed reviewed (Metacritic), the film was a commercial success, taking in over $114
million worldwide on a budget of approximately $40 million (IMDbPro).
Both the Japanese and American versions of One Missed Call, released in 2003
and 2008, respectively, over-explain the paranormal forces and mechanisms underlying
the narrative. In each film, the victims of a supernatural force receive a voicemail on
their cell phones from two days in the future, and are subsequently killed at the time and
date of the call by a malevolent female spectre. This underlying supernatural basis is
clearly articulated towards the beginning of both the original Japanese version (00:15:14-
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00:17:22) and the American version (00:18:38-00:23:02), and the audience is reminded
of the supernatural basis underlying the films throughout each film. The Japanese
version of One Missed Call followed the release of Ringu, Ju-On: The Grudge and Dark
Water, and both the Japanese and American versions have been described as “derivative
and unoriginal” (Wee 180). This is particularly evident in their depiction of the
“demonic possession of technology,” in this case a cell phone, and the depiction of a
“monstrous child ghost with a seemingly insatiable appetite for rage and destruction,”
which reference back to, for instance, the possessed videotape and supernatural being in
Ringu (185). The American version of One Missed Call continued the trend of declining
critical and commercial success for American remakes of Asian films during the first
decade of the twenty-first century, receiving generally unfavorable reviews (Metacritic),
and earning approximately $46 million worldwide (IMDbPro).
The derivative nature of the Japanese film and its American adaptation also
evidence the circular nature of the international film industry discussed in Chapter II
above. The Japanese version of One Missed Call is somewhat of an anomaly. The film
exhibits many of the film techniques and narrative elements present in the American
remakes discussed above, and seems to adopt the American style, rather than the
Japanese style, of presenting a horror film. More specifically, rather than depicting a
sympathetic ghost, the spectre in One Missed Call is portrayed as evil in both life and
death, and the film depicts the more standardized Hollywood confrontation between good
and evil depicted in, for example, The Ring and the American version of Dark Water.
Moreover, beyond the American film trait of over-explaining the supernatural basis of the
film, the Japanese version, like its American remake, employs computer-generated
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special effects instead of more realistic low-tech effects, and also utilizes sudden scares to
generate visceral thrills. And finally, like The Uninvited, Possession and The Lake
House, the Japanese version of One Missed Call, like the American version that followed,
includes a difficult, unlikeable character for dramatic effect, in this case, a television
producer seeking to exploit the supernatural murders.
As of 2004, when the Japanese version of One Missed Call went into general
release in Japan, The Ring was the only recent American remake of a Japanese horror
film. Accordingly, the Japanese version could not have taken its cues from the later
American horror film remakes. There was, however, by 2004, a larger American
influence on Japanese filmmaking in the horror genre. By that time, Roy Lee had
established the Hollywood market for the sale of the remake rights to Japanese films,
particularly horror films, and the ability to sell the remake rights had begun to influence
the production of the original films. Lee had begun receiving scripts for Japanese films
before production began (Xu), as well as portions of films still in production (Singer 7),
and entire films in post-production before release (Friend 41), in each case, so that Lee
could assess the material for its remake potential. By that time, Japanese producers were
also pursuing the participation of American film companies and investors in the
production and distribution of Japanese horror films, and no one more than writer,
director and producer Ichise Takashige. Takashige, the producer of Ringu, the “template
for what was to be called J-horror” (Zahlten 163), as well as Ju-On: The Grudge, Dark
Water, the American remakes The Grudge, Dark Water and Shutter, and dozens of other
films, was the first Japanese filmmaker to “embrace the J-horror name and genre
officially” (Kalat 173). By the early 2003, Takashige was traveling back and forth

70

between the United States and Japan to work with Roy Lee on the sale of the remake
rights to his Japanese horror films, and to simultaneously seek United States investment
dollars for his Japanese films (251). Ultimately, Takashige formed Entertainment Farm,
an international film investment firm, and through Entertainment Farm, financed J-Horror
Theater, a series of six J-Horror films featuring leading Japanese horror directors (173174). Takashige secured a deal with Lions Gate, one of the largest distributors in
America, that presold the rights to distribute the J-Horror Theater films outside of Japan
(174), and later, in 2006, entered into an exclusive three-year deal with Twentieth
Century Fox providing the company with “first-look” rights to finance Takashige’s
Japanese language films (Lux). Accordingly, by the middle of the first decade of the
twenty-first century, there was significantly more American influence on Japanese horror
films, as evidenced by One Missed Call, than on films such as Ringu, Ju-On: The Grudge
and Dark Water, which were produced and released in the late 1990s and early 2000s, as
well the other Asian films discussed herein.
The original Asian films discussed in this chapter were released at a time when
Hollywood had become leery of original content due to budgetary issues, and after the
successful release of The Ring, had become anxious to remake successful Asian films. In
adapting these films, American filmmakers were required to make choices about how to
translate content informed by specific social narratives and sociocultural issues, and the
translation of these films largely reflect assumptions made by American filmmakers as to
the type of film content accessible to American and global audiences, and that would
therefore generate commercial success at the box office. And, as stated by Jennifer
Forrest and Leonard R. Koos in Dead Ringers: The Remake in Theory and Practice,
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“American films [are] distributed worldwide as entertainment, hence as business” (11).
Therefore, despite mixed to unfavorable critical reactions to its adaptations of Asian
films, Hollywood continued producing remakes of Asian films in greater volume until
their commercial success faded in the latter half of the first decade of the twenty-first
century, thereby ending the surge of Hollywood remakes of Asian cinema during the first
decade of the twenty-first century.
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Chapter IV
Infernal Affairs and The Departed

Chapter III set forth the challenges faced by American filmmakers when adapting
domestic films informed by specific cultural narratives and social, historical and societal
issues, explored the assumptions and choices, including stylistic choices, made by
American filmmakers in connection with the adaptation of Asian films during the first
decade of the twenty-first century, and discussed the critical and commercial reactions to
such remakes. This chapter explores the commercially and critically successful, albeit
controversial, adaptation of Infernal Affairs by the American filmmakers of The Departed
in the context of Hollywood’s other remakes of Asian films in the early twenty-first
century. This chapter focuses on a comparison of important aspects of the
characterizations, narrative, and themes of the two films, arguing that the choices made
by the filmmakers of The Departed resulted in a film that stands apart from its
predecessor, and that is imbued with a unique vision of American identity.

The

comparison of The Departed and Infernal Affairs set forth in this chapter helps ask how
filmmakers translate cultural specificity from one context to another when such
filmmakers are focused on producing a film distinct from its predecessor film.
The Departed, William Monahan and Martin Scorsese’s 2006 film depicting
competing moles, one a criminal who has infiltrated the Massachusetts state police, and
the other a police officer who has infiltrated Boston’s mob syndicate, successfully
overcomes the challenges of international film translation prevalent in other Hollywood
remakes of Asian cinema in the early twenty-first century. The screenplay for The
Departed was adapted by William Monahan from the screenplay for the Hong Kong film
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Infernal Affairs, written by Alan Mak and Felix Chong, and the two films achieved a
“rare combination of critical recognition and commercial popularity” (J. Li, From
Infernal Affairs 29).
The basic storyline of Infernal Affairs and The Departed is the same. In Infernal
Affairs, Chan Wing-Yan (“Yan”) goes undercover in an organized crime triad in Hong
Kong run by Hon Sam (“Sam”), while Lau Kin-Ming (“Lau”), secretly a triad member,
infiltrates the Hong Kong Police Force on behalf of Sam. Only Yan’s direct superior,
Superintendent Wong (“Wong”), is aware of Yan’s mission and true identity. In The
Departed, Captain Oliver Queenan (“Queenan”) and Sergeant Sean Dignam (“Dignam”)
assign undercover Massachusetts state trooper William Costigan (“Billy”) to infiltrate the
Boston mob syndicate run by Irish mobster Francis “Frank” Costello (“Costello”). Only
Queenan and Dignam know Billy’s true identity. Simultaneously, Costello has planted
Colin Sullivan (“Colin”) to act as his informant and mole in the Massachusetts state
police. In each film, the competing criminals and police forces realize there is a mole
within their ranks and attempt to discover the identity of the respective mole, and in each
film, the opposing moles are consumed by living with the constant threat of discovery. In
Infernal Affairs, Yan is killed by a second police mole working for Sam and unknown to
Lau, who is then killed by Lau to protect his identity and explanation for Yan’s death,
while in The Departed, Billy is killed by a second police mole working for Costello and
unknown to Colin, who is then killed by Colin. Unlike the narrative of Infernal Affairs,
where Lau survives and is tormented by his choices, Colin is subsequently killed by
Dignam to avenge the deaths of Billy and Queenan.
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According to film scholar Jinhua Li, Infernal Affairs and The Departed serve as a
“significant case study that exemplifies a seamless cross-cultural migration of film text”
(J. Li, From Infernal Affairs 29). That is a matter of perspective. The critical and
commercial success of Infernal Affairs certainly migrated seamlessly between the Hong
Kong and American films. Infernal Affairs received very favorable reviews (Metacritic),
including in the United States, and “won all major film awards in Hong Kong in the year
of its release” (29). The film opened commercially as the number one film in Hong Kong
(IMDBPro), and is “recognized as the film that brought Hong Kong commercial cinema
back to its feet” (29). The Departed, in turn, was released to universal critical acclaim
(Metacritic). The film earned over $290 million at the box office, and won Academy
Awards for Directing, Adapted Screen Play and Editing, as well as the Best Picture
Academy Award (IMDbPro), among numerous other major film awards.
Similar to other American remakes of Asian films, however, questions of cultural
piracy and authorship discussed in Chapter II, as well as copyright infringement, have
been raised regarding The Departed. Part of this controversy reflects the characterization
of the relationship between Infernal Affairs and The Departed by Scorsese. According to
Scorsese, much to the consternation of Infernal Affairs co-director and screenwriter Alan
Mak, Monahan’s script creates a world so unique from Infernal Affairs that The Departed
should be classified as “inspired by” Infernal Affairs, rather than as a “remake” of
Infernal Affairs (Levy). This issue of cultural piracy and authorship was exacerbated at
the Seventy-Ninth Academy Awards ceremony. At the ceremony, the announcer
described Infernal Affairs as a Japanese film, leading to a “cool” critical reception of The
Departed in Hong Kong (Marchetti 151), and while accepting the award for best
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Director, Scorsese thanked only director Andrew Lau, and not co-director and
screenwriter Alan Mak (Marchetti 151; S. Wang 48; Tsui A1; Y. Wang 152). Mak has
also criticized the extent to which The Departed adapts and changes Infernal Affairs,
stating that Monahan’s script “has not gone far enough in offering a vision distinct from
the original” and that The Departed “stuck so close to the original it looked like they are
just making Infernal Affairs again” (Tsui A1). Mak was, however, also “honored by The
Departed’s [Academy Award wins] and pleased to have played a part in the triumph of
Scorsese, who had been unsuccessfully nominated as best director five times” (Tsui A1).
Regardless of whether The Departed was “inspired” by Infernal Affairs or
“adapted” from Infernal Affairs, the film is a remake of Infernal Affairs, and Scorsese’s
comments reflect the negative connotations often associated with remakes. Remakes
often risk “artistic failure as a result of their lack of originality,…and are generally
understood by critics as not as good as other films” (Herbert, Film Remakes 61).
Scorsese is, in effect, “tenaciously try[ing] to hold on to the mantle of auteur” (Marchetti
164) by promulgating creative space between The Departed and its predecessor film.
Further, he “wrestles with…being unable to accept the fact that he won an Oscar for a
remake of a Hong Kong movie” (164). Mak’s comments also reflect the relationship
between Infernal Affairs and The Departed. Film adaptation is “often seen to decenter
the [original film, and] to threaten its identity and that of its author” (Mazdon 3), and
Mak is expressing the sense of anxiety experienced by original authors in the film remake
context, while simultaneously seeking acknowledgement of his role in the commercial
and critical success of The Departed. Mak, in effect, “struggles with claiming and
denying The Departed as his film” (Marchetti 164). And like Scorsese, he is engaging in
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an agenda of perception, with each side seeking recognition for the success of their film,
but compelled to acknowledge the existence and success of the other.
The relationship between the two films should also be considered in the context
of the intertextual circle existing between American and Hong Kong cinema discussed in
Chapter II above. Not only does Infernal Affairs “draw from the American gangster
genre,” but Andrew Lau has described Scorsese as his “idol” and “inspiration,” and
“claims to have seen all of Scorsese’s films” (Y. Wang 153). Lau also acted as
cinematographer for As Tears Go By, a Hong Kong film produced as a tribute to
Scorsese’s Mean Streets (153). As such, while The Departed constitutes a remake of
Infernal Affairs, the original film expresses, to some degree, the influence of Hollywood
and of Scorsese on such film. And The Departed, in turn, could be viewed as not just a
remake, but a film that reflects the influence of Hong cinema during the 1980s and 1990s
on Hollywood films, and specifically on Scorsese, who has expressed his respect for
Hong Kong cinema, particularly for John Woo’s 1989 film The Killer (Marchetti 149150).
With respect to the issue of copyright infringement, several film scholars have
stated that The Departed adapts elements from not just Infernal Affairs, but also from its
2003 prequel, Infernal Affairs II, and its sequel, Infernal Affairs III, which was also
released in 2003. James Wierzbicki describes The Departed as a “concatenation of
ideas” drawn from the Infernal Affairs trilogy in “Subtle differences: Sonic content in
‘translation’ remakes” (161), and in her book Remaking Chinese Cinema: Through the
Prism of Shanghai, Hong Kong and Hollywood, Yiman Wang comments that The
Departed incorporates “elements from Infernal Affairs II and Infernal Affairs III while
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purchasing only the first episode’s remake rights[, suggesting] an implicit discount (if not
total denial) of Hong Kong authorship” (152). Monahan, however, and perhaps
somewhat dubiously, insists that The Departed is based solely on the Infernal Affairs
script, and in an interview in February, 2007, when discussing the possibility of a prequel
or sequel to The Departed being developed and written by Monahan, stated that he did
not read the scripts for Infernal Affairs II and Infernal Affairs III until early 2007, after
The Departed had been released in 2006 (Monahan 3).
Although neither Wierzbicki nor Wang specifies the “elements” mined from the
second and third films to which they refer, there are clearly elements from Infernal
Affairs II and Infernal Affairs III that appear in The Departed. One such element is the
prominence of Dr. Madolyn Madden in The Departed. Dr. Madden is Billy’s therapist,
and she forms romantic relationships with both Billy and Colin. The equivalent character
in Infernal Affairs, Dr. Lee, appears only briefly as Yan’s therapist in Infernal Affairs, but
features prominently in Infernal Affairs III in flashbacks as the therapist and romantic
interest of Yan, and as a confidant to Lau in the primary sequence of events in the film.
Both Monahan and Scorsese, without referencing Infernal Affairs II or Infernal Affairs
III, have discussed the development and portrayal of Dr. Madden’s character. In an
interview appearing in Written By in early 2007, Monahan stated that Dr. Madden
reflects a combination of Dr. Lee and Lau’s girlfriend, Mary, from Infernal Affairs, that
her “part was the one we worked on most during production,” and that she is emphasized
in The Departed because he wanted to portray a female character doing more than simply
“unlock[ing] the psyche of the hero” (Koch 47). And according to Scorsese, her role was
expanded after editing began to “balance” her story with those of the other characters,
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and that several days of additional shooting and production were added specifically to do
so (Kagan 251-252). An important aspect of Costello’s characterization in The Departed
is also absent from Infernal Affairs, but present in Infernal Affairs II. In The Departed,
Costello is an informant for the F.B.I., leading to, as discussed in further detail below, his
murder by Colin. The corresponding character in Infernal Affairs, crime boss Sam, is not
identified as a police informant until Infernal Affairs II. There is, however, also a
possible explanation beyond copyright infringement for this similarity. Although
Costello is not based directly on Boston crime boss Whitey Bulger (Danaher), in the
special features accompanying the film, Stranger Than Fiction: The Story of the Boston
Mob: The Real-Life Gangster Behind Jack Nicholson’s Character, both Scorsese and
Monahan specify that Whitey Bulger’s real life story, including his role as an informant
for the F.B.I., influenced their development and depiction of Costello (00:01:2200:01:30; 00:08:00-00:08:10; See Kagan 50). Accordingly, it is plausible that Costello
was characterized as an informant in The Departed based on Whitey Bulger’s real life,
rather than as an adaptation of the characterization of Sam in Infernal Affairs II.
The successful, if not seamless, translation of Infernal Affairs into The Departed
is attributable to several key factors. Unlike several of the other remakes discussed in
Chapter III, the filmmakers chosen by the production company and film studio that
produced The Departed were enthusiastic about both The Departed and Infernal Affairs,
and were provided with sufficient creative control by the production company and film
studio to realize their vision for the film. In addition, the filmmakers of The Departed
overcame the challenges of translating a film produced for a foreign audience by
borrowing only the narrative structure and several critical scenes from Infernal Affairs,
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but otherwise wholly localizing the film to a version of American culture constructed by
Scorsese and Monahan, and in particular, their construct of specific aspects of the
religious, social and criminal culture of Boston. And lastly, The Departed builds on its
American narrative and characterizations by exploring themes unique from, and in
opposition to, the themes explored by Infernal Affairs. Because of these factors, and
despite borrowing the narrative structure of Infernal Affairs, The Departed stands alone
as a distinct movie from the film on which it is based.
Approximately a week after its release in December, 2002, pirated copies of
Infernal Affairs began circulating among Hollywood agents, brokers and filmmakers, and
in January, 2003, the film’s production company, Media Asia Distribution, hosted seven
private screenings of Infernal Affairs in Los Angeles (Mazurkewich A6). The sale of the
remake rights, brokered by Roy Lee (Hayes S14), became the subject of an intense
bidding war among Hollywood production companies and film studios (Mazurkewich
A6). Ultimately, the remake rights were purchased by a partnership formed by Brad
Pitt’s Plan B production company and Warner Brothers for $1,750,000 (Hayes S14;
Mazurkewich A6).
Having purchased the remake rights, Plan B and Warner Brothers then recruited
the primary creative team to develop and produce the American version. The producers
retained William Monahan to adapt the Infernal Affairs screenplay. Monahan, whose
previous credits included the screenplay for Ridley Scott’s Kingdom of Heaven, grew up
in Boston and understood the city’s Irish population, as well as other aspects of the city’s
history, including its periods of economic depression, corruption and organized crime
(Koch). Monahan had “brushed up against [gangsters] in Boston…just enough to know
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when you should leave the room or whether you’ve walked into the wrong bar” (Koch).
Inspired by his childhood experiences, Monahan convinced the producers to locate the
film in Boston and to focus the film on Boston’s Irish mob (Koch). The criminal world
laid out by Monahan in his screenplay for The Departed is, of course, his construct of
Boston’s criminal world, and moreover, a construct of only a sliver of the many
sociocultural elements that make Boston unique.
With Monahan on board, the producers approached Martin Scorsese to direct the
film. Scorsese, the auteur director responsible for such films as Raging Bull, Goodfellas,
Casino and The Last Temptation of Christ, was, however, reticent to direct the film
because it portrayed “similar territory” to films he had previously directed (Hayes S14;
Kagan 5). Scorsese’s resistance to joining the production reflected more than just his
concern for directing another gangster film. He viewed Infernal Affairs as nearly
“perfect,” and was uncomfortable remaking the film (Chung, Asian Remakes 9). Despite
his initial reluctance, Scorsese, whose interest in Asian cinema dates back to the 1980s
(Jia 9), and who, as discussed above, has expressed his respect for Hong Kong cinema,
was drawn to the authenticity of Monahan’s script and its gritty portrayal of Boston and
its Irish mob (Kagan 3-5; Jia 9). Monahan’s script presents a world different from the
crime worlds of New York, Las Vegas, and Italy explored in Scorsese’s previous
gangster films, and the director was ultimately enthusiastic about directing The Departed
(Kagan 3-5; Jia 9).
Upon retaining Monahan and Scorsese, Plan B and Warner Brothers delegated
virtually all creative control to the two talented filmmakers, and avoided, mostly,
interfering with their decisions (See Chung, Asian Remakes 9). There were, of course,
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creative disagreements and conflicts between the filmmakers and the studio. By way of
example, Warner Brothers lobbied against both Billy and Colin, played by Leonardo
DiCaprio and Matt Damon, respectively, being killed in the film (Koch; Danaher).
Scorsese and Monahan, however, insisted, and ultimately the studio relented (Koch;
Danaher). As with this decision, the film reflects the collaborative efforts of the writer
and director. Monahan continued to play a critical role during rehearsals and shooting by
collaborating with Scorsese on changes to the script and narrative (Kagan 70; Koch), and
Scorsese maintained creative control over not just the direction of the film (Kagan 198200), but also over location scouting (79-80), casting (50-51) and editing (250-251),
among other aspects of the filmmaking process. This allowed the filmmakers to develop
a unified vision for their film without the “destructive interference” of the producers or
movie studio (see Chung, Asian Remakes 9). As discussed in Chapter III, this is not
always the case with American remakes of Asian films during the first part of the twentyfirst century.
Regardless of whether The Departed is based solely on Infernal Affairs, or if
elements of the other two films in the Infernal Affairs trilogy were adapted at a discount,
William Monahan and Martin Scorsese’s film constructs and presents a world very
different from the Infernal Affairs trilogy (Marchetti 149). Although The Departed
utilizes the universal premise of two moles, one a criminal who has infiltrated the police,
and one a police officer who has infiltrated a criminal group, as well as the narrative
structure and multiple key scenes from Infernal Affairs, the film wholly transforms and
localizes the premise and narrative to specific, focused aspects of Boston’s criminal
underworld and social culture (Y. Wang 154). So much so that the American version
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“can be said to be a faithful adaptation of Infernal Affairs in terms of storyline [alone],
but its resemblance to the original does not…go much further” (W. Li 325). These
changes are more pronounced because Infernal Affairs also presents a uniquely localized
story. Infernal Affairs makes liberal use of the Hong Kong skyline, with several scenes
shot on roof tops, and also presents a story, as discussed below, informed by Hong
Kong’s sense of uprootedness, caught between its British history and its Chinese future
(W. Li 333). Some film critics have argued, in fact, that the localization of The Departed
to Boston and particular aspects of Boston’s political and criminal culture diluted the
effectiveness of the story. In his chapter on Chinese cinematic remakes contained in
Transnational Film Remakes, edited by Iain Robert Smith and Constantine Verevis,
Kenneth Chan comments that The Departed “dispossesses” Infernal Affairs of its “local
color” and “political content,” rendering The Departed “much less effective in its
narrative and emotional appeal” (Smith and Verevis 88).
With respect to the localization set forth in The Departed, Monahan, a Boston
native, has stated that the adaptation of the screen play was offered to him at time when
he was “thinking about Boston, where [he] came from, and about the people [he] had lost
in [his] own life” (Monahan). Monahan has described the world of The Departed as “an
intensely personal literary construct” (Monahan), and according to Wanlin Li in “A
Cross-Cultural Comparison of Infernal Affairs and The Departed,” the “fact that
Monahan located the film in his native city, of which he has intimate knowledge, partly
demonstrates the filmmaker’s determination to transplant the Asian story into an
indigenous American setting” (326). Moreover, while adapting the screenplay, Monahan
relied on more than his innate knowledge of Boston and its population and culture. He
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was advised on the criminal aspects of the story by Thomas Duffy, a retired major in the
Massachusetts State Police who was involved in the investigation of Whitey Bulger (See
Wang 154).
Monahan’s localization of the story to a constructed version of Boston is more
than evident. Although the storyline is adapted from Infernal Affairs, the narrative is
distinct to specific aspects of the politics, culture, religion and criminal history of Boston,
and importantly, Whitey Bulger’s real life lurks behind every aspect of the film. The
Departed, although shot partially in New York City, makes liberal use of Boston
landmarks and the Boston landscape, and the characters, including, of course, their
accents, are unique to Boston and New England. Monahan has described the characters
and narrative as reflecting the “mindset of old Boston Irish, where you never dare to
change your life in case you are thought to be putting on airs…[and where] if you’re just
making a living, that should be enough for you” (Danaher). As stated in the voiceover at
the beginning of the film, The Departed is a world where impoverished youths have two
choices – they can become cops, or they can become criminals, and according to
Monahan, the “engine of tragedy” presented in The Departed results from characters
“departing” from what they really should be doing with their lives” (Levy). Colin should
have stayed a criminal, and Billy should have stayed a cop, and their endeavors in their
respective opposite worlds resulted in their deaths.
The localization of The Departed to constructed aspects of Boston not only
yielded a film that stands apart from Infernal Affairs, and from Scorsese’s previous
gangster films, but also yielded a film conforming to the expectations of American and
international audiences. The Departed is an American movie, filmed in the United
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States, and an American or international audience expects such a film to explore some
aspect of the American experience, in this case, constructed aspects of the social and
criminal culture of Boston. Similarly, an American or other international audience would
expect Infernal Affairs, a Hong Kong movie filmed in Hong Kong, to depict unique
aspects of Hong Kong culture. Audiences from other countries don’t necessarily relate
directly to the characterizations and narratives, but can enjoy the realism of such films.
The Departed is also a prestige film, directed by an auteur director, further increasing
audience expectations that the film would present a unique vision from its predecessor
film.
The choice to wholly localize the narrative and characterizations by the
filmmakers of The Departed can be compared and contrasted to the choices made by the
filmmakers of several of the films discussed in Chapter III. For instance, as discussed
above, the original Japanese version of Shall We Dance? reflects very specific aspects of
Japanese culture. The American remake transfers the locale and characters to America,
but fails to localize the narrative and characterizations to, as with The Departed, specific
aspects of American society, resulting in a film that makes very little sense and that lacks
an American meaning. The lack of localization is also abundantly clear in the American
versions of Ju-On; The Grudge and Shutter—two films transporting American characters
to Japan to battle Japanese spirits. Like the other horror films discussed in Chapter III,
the filmmakers are experimenting with changes in characterizations and narrative to
make the films more accessible to American and international audiences. With Ju-On;
The Grudge and Shutter, the filmmakers chose to locate the films in Japan and to build
the narrative around displaced Americans battling the Otherness of foreign spectres, a
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less challenging endeavor than locating the films in America and seeking to present
something new by exploring unique aspects of American society. And lastly, also as
discussed above, My Sassy Girl reflects highly unique aspects of South Korean culture.
The straight to DVD American version strips away the culturally specific aspects of the
film, but unlike The Departed, the filmmakers fail to replace such cultural specificity
with a localized narrative, resulting in a film that feels empty.
But unlike The Departed, these are not prestige films. These are not films
constructed to present a unique vision. Rather, these films, like most genre films, are
designed to fill theater seats and to generate profits. Some form of localization is
employed, including, at a minimum, the use of American actors, and the filmmakers
experiment with different changes in characterizations and narrative to produce a film
that conforms to the expectations of American and international audiences as to
Hollywood films—but ultimately, these films are designed to capitalize on the markettested, commercial success of the film on which they are based. And in an effort to
mirror the commercial success of the previous films, the filmmakers are incentivized to
copy as much as possible from such predecessor films. While the filmmakers responsible
for The Departed also sought commercial success, they were preoccupied with their film
being viewed as unique from its predecessor film, and conducted a more thoughtful
negotiation of how cultural specificity should be translated from Infernal Affairs to The
Departed in order to create differences between the two films.
The Departed not only reflects a commitment on the part of the filmmakers to
fully localize the narrative and characterizations to specific aspects of Boston, but also
takes on a uniquely American meaning by resonating with the “immediate post-
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September 11 political climate [of America,] in which uncertainty and deception were the
dominant keynotes” (O’Brien 111). Both Billy and Colin, like Yan and Lau in Infernal
Affairs, live dual lives and suffer through the relentless fear of discovery and betrayal.
However, their paranoia, and their roles as undercover moles, “acquire special relevance”
in The Departed, in comparison to Infernal Affairs, “as a symptom of America’s post9/11 geopolitics and collective sentiment” (Y. Wang 154) of anxiety and vulnerability.
The Departed can also be distinguished from Infernal Affairs stylistically as the
work of auteur director Martin Scorsese. Scorsese’s influence on Andrew Lau,
particularly in the use of sudden bursts of violence, is evident in Infernal Affairs, but The
Departed reflects Scorsese’s full “authorial vision, stamped by his signature style, and
can be taken as a tribute to him as a true ‘auteur’” (Marchetti 152). This is evidenced in
the opening voice-over by Costello discussed in further detail below, which employs
quick cuts and is similar to voiceovers utilized by Scorsese in other films, such as
Goodfellas (See 152). Scorsese’ unique style is also evidenced by the use of the song
“Gimme Shelter” in the opening sequence of The Departed, which Scorsese used in
Casino and Goodfellas (152), and the sudden bursts of violence which occur commonly
in Scorsese films from Raging Bull to Gangs of New York and Goodfellas. Scorsese’s
signature style is often referential (Debruge A4), and The Departed reflects Scorsese’s
passion for 1940s film noir and 1930s gangster films such as Public Enemy and Scarface.
In Scarface, each instance where a character is killed, or about to be killed, is highlighted
or foreshadowed by the appearance of an “X” in the frame (Scorsese 199-200). Scorsese
pays homage to Scarface in The Departed by employing the same ominous signal, as
exemplified by Figure 23 below, a screen shot from The Departed depicting Colin in the
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hallway outside his apartment towards the end of the film, his body positioned within the
“X” on the carpet behind him, a few seconds before he enters the apartment and is killed
by Dignam.

Figure 23. Colin Moments Before His Demise (The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04).
The Departed also builds upon its uniquely American narrative and
characterizations by exploring themes distinct from the themes examined in Infernal
Affairs. Although the films discussed above depicting Otherness can be viewed as
exploring different themes, many of the other films, notwithstanding the reformulations
of narrative and characterizations, explore only slight variations of the themes presented
in the original films—patriarchy, femininity and maternity, family separation, and
technophobia—among others.
With The Departed and Infernal Affairs, each film establishes such film’s
respective themes right from the beginning. Infernal Affairs begins with ominous music
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and a hellish landscape intermixed with Buddhist artifacts, until the screen goes black and
is filled by a Buddhist quote presented in a series of screens:
(Nirvana Sutra) Verse 19: The worst of the Eight Hells is called
Continuous Hell. It has the meaning of Continuous Suffering. Thus
the name.
Infernal Affairs then cuts to a Buddhist temple. Sam prays before, as depicted in
Figure 24 below, turning to address a group composed of young members of his criminal
enterprise.

Figure 24. Crime Boss Sam Addressing Young Members of His Criminal Group
(Infernal Affairs 00:03:06-00:05:18).
The scene cuts among Sam, a young Lau, who stands to the far right in the scene
above, the Buddhist temple, and the other young men and boys, as Sam states:
I started this gang five years ago on Teun Mun Island. Back then we were
only selling hashish. We were full of ambition. But after only a couple of
weeks, the cops started hunting us down. Within one year six of our
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brothers died. But Buddha spared me! What millions died so that Caesar
might be great! But I don’t believe in destiny. We now have the power to
take fate in our own hands. You are the youngest brothers in my gang and
you have clean records. You can be my eyes and ears in the police force.
Just never forget you’re always working for me.
The scene concludes with the group sharing ceremonial tea, as Sam states
“Bottoms up, officers.” By opening the film with a Buddhist quotation, and then a scene
transpiring at a Buddhist temple, Infernal Affairs establishes the importance of spirituality
and Buddhist thought to the film. Infernal Affairs also explores themes of sentimentality,
emotion and personal connection, which are also established in the first scene. As he
speaks to the young men and boys at the Buddhist temple, Sam is depicted as a sincere
father, rather than as a violent crime lord, and he references the “brothers” they have lost
while referring to the group he addresses as his “brothers.” The use of the term
“brothers” also evidences a third important theme examined in Infernal Affairs – group
dynamics and collective identity. Sam addresses his “brothers” as a collective group in
this first scene, and clearly distinguishes his group of “brothers” from the “cops” hunting
them down. Figure 24 above depicts the wide shot utilized in this scene to fully display
Sam’s collective group, as well as the use of deep focus to remind the viewer that the
scene unfolds at a Buddhist temple.
In contrast, The Departed opens with a black screen depicting the words “Boston:
Some years ago.” Actual documentary film depicting the violent opposition of portions
of Boston’s Caucasian population to integration and busing plays in the background as
Jack Nicolson, playing Costello, states in a voice-over:
I don’t want to be a product of my environment. I want my environment
to be a product of me. Years ago we had the church. That was only a way
of saying we had each other.
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The images then shift to actual aerial footage of Boston, and then to Costello’s
profile, walking with a cigarette, as “Gimme Shelter” by The Rolling Stones begins
playing and Costello states that:
The Knights of Columbus were real head-breakers, true [Racist Word for
Italian Americans]. They took over their part of the city. Twenty years
after an Irishman couldn’t get a job we had the presidency. May he rest in
peace. That’s what the [Racist Word for African Americans] don’t
realize. I got one thing against the [Racist Word for African Americans],
it’s this. No one gives it to you. You have to take it.
The Departed then cuts to Costello taking protection money from a grocer in the
grocer’s small store. Costello flirts with the grocer’s underage daughter, then, meeting a
young Colin for the first time, buys him groceries and tells him to “come to L Street” if
he ever wants to “earn a little money.” The scene briefly cuts to Colin as a young altar
boy during a Catholic mass, then to Costello lecturing a still young Colin in an
automotive garage. Costello instructs Colin that:
The church wants you in your place. Kneel, stand, kneel, stand. If you go
for that sort of thing, I don’t know what to do for you. A man makes his
own way, no one gives it to you. You have to take it. Non serviam.
[Racist Word for Italian Americans] from the north end down in
Providence tried to tell me what to do, and uh, something maybe happened
to them.

The film then depicts Costello and a member of his criminal gang murdering two
people, presumably Italian Americans, as seen in Figure 25 below, a very wide shot of a
scene transpiring in a large, seemingly public space, suggesting that Costello can commit
violence out in the open with impunity.
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Figure 25. Costello and a Criminal Colleague Committing Murder to the Sound of
“Gimme Shelter” (The Departed 00:00:36-00:05:02).
The film then cuts back to Frank lecturing Colin at the automotive garage:
When you decide to be something you can be it. That’s what they don’t
tell you in the church. When I was your age they would say we could
become cops or criminals. What I am saying to you is this. When you’re
facing a loaded gun, what’s the difference?

As with Infernal Affairs, these initial scenes establish the themes explored in The
Departed, which themes can be contrasted clearly with the themes explored in Infernal
Affairs. While Infernal Affairs establishes the importance of spirituality and Buddhism to
the film from the beginning, the opening voice-over and monologue of The Departed
voiced by Costello contemplate a rejection of religion, particularly organized religion.
The church, according to Costello, simply “wants you in your place.” Further, while
Infernal Affairs begins with a scene of almost sentimental, emotional connection among
Sam and his young protégées, establishing, notwithstanding their criminal conspiracy, the
theme of sentimentality and personal connection investigated in Infernal Affairs, the
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opening scenes of The Departed establish, notwithstanding the introduction of the
relationship between Costello and Colin, a world of brutality, racism and violent
ascendancy, devoid of sentimentality. And lastly, while Infernal Affairs quickly
introduces the theme of group identity through the depiction of Sam and his criminal
protégés, The Departed immediately focuses on individualism and personal identity.
Costello doesn’t want to be a “product of [his] environment.” He wants his “environment
to be a product of [him].” “A man makes his own way” and Costello doesn’t identify
with any group. To him, there is no difference between cops and criminals because
“[w]hen you’re facing a loaded gun, what’s the difference?”
The connection of Infernal Affairs to spirituality and Buddhism goes beyond the
first scene and the quotation presented on screen regarding “Continuous Suffering” in the
“worst of the Eight Hells.” The thrust of the entire film is philosophical and religious (S.
Wang 52), and the film also ends with a Buddhist quotation on black screen: “Says the
Buddha: He who is in Continuous Hell never dies. Longevity is a big hardship in
Continuous Hell.” The Buddhist quotations describe the consequences to Lau of his
actions in the film. Buddhism reflects a central belief in the “direct correlation between
causes and effects” and the principle that “good deeds bring good results, and vice versa”
(W. Li 342). Both the Buddhist quotations at the beginning and end of Infernal Affairs,
as well as the “Chinese title of the film, Wu Jian Dao, suggest that Lau is condemned to
an afterlife of eternal suffering” (342) in continuous Hell.
The screen shot below at Figure 26 depicts Lau at the end of Infernal Affairs
attending the funeral for Yan. This shot is preceded by a flashback of a smiling Yan,
with a voice-over stating “[w]ho wants to be like Yan?” The scene immediately cuts
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back to Lau, who, despondent and depicted in an emotional close-up, states “I do.” The
scene then cuts to a black screen and the final Buddhist quotation set forth above
regarding suffering in “Continuous Hell” is displayed on the screen. Lau has sold his
soul, and he must suffer the consequences (S. Wang 52).

Figure 26. Lau, and the Suffering of Continuous Hell (Infernal Affairs 01:36:0201:37:53).
The spiritual, Buddhist elements of Infernal Affairs and the consequences to the
film’s criminal mole at the conclusion of Infernal Affairs are not incorporated into The
Departed. The Departed concludes with Colin being killed by Dignam. Death, not
perpetual despair, is the consequence of his actions. Alan Mak has raised his frustration
with this change, stating that “[w]ith the death of Matt Damon’s character, the symbolism
of the film is gone—it is designed so that the opportunist lives and has to face a life led
on false pretenses” (Tsui 1). Buddhist symbolism and spirituality are not, however,
thematically important in The Departed. Rather, The Departed is irreligious and
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irreverent, contemplating a rejection of spirituality and organized religion. Costello sets
the tone for this in, as set forth above, his voice-over and monologue at beginning of the
film. The film’s irreverence towards spirituality and the church is also depicted in other
scenes, including the scene in Figure 27 below, in which Costello accosts two priests in a
restaurant, reminding them that, in Boston, “God don’t run the bingo” (00:46:4000:47:20), in the scene in Figure 28 below, in which Costello cuts off his questioning by
Queenan and Dignam, because he’s “[g]ot a few dates with some angels (01:14:3401:14:52), and in the scene in Figure 29 below, in which, directly following the screen
shot depicted in Figure 29, Billy uses a picture of Jesus enclosed in glass, centered in a
close-up, as a weapon by smashing the head of a man owing money to Costello with the
picture (01:14:59-01:15:04).

Figure 27. Costello Confronts Members of the Clergy (The Departed 00:46:40-00:47:20).
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Figure 28. Costello Follows a Group of Angels (The Departed 01:14:34-01:14:52).

Figure 29. A Picture of Jesus is Used as an Instrument of Violence (The Departed
01:14:59-01:15:04).
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The Departed replaces the spirituality and Buddhist symbolism depicted in
Infernal Affairs with a contempt for religion. This contempt is consistent with the overall
depiction of morality, or rather the lack thereof, in the film. In “Shall We Depart from
Globalization? Hollywood Remakes of East Asian Films and the Emergence of Cultural
Reinvasion,” media scholar Shaojung Sharon Wang states that “The Departed turns
Boston into a battleground where evil has already won and the devil is finally incarnated
on Earth” (52). It is a world described by Martin Scorsese as “moral ground zero”
(Kagan 5). It is a world of violence, racism and ascendancy from the scenes at the
beginning of the film accompanying Frank’s voice-over and monologue discussed above,
which establish Costello’s murderous nature, disdain for other races and ethnicities, and
willingness to “take” what he needs to be in control of his “environment,” through the
very last scene of the film when, as seen in Figures 30 and 31 below, Dignam, acting
alone, kills Colin, now living alone, to avenge the deaths of Queenan and Billy.
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Figure 30. Dignam Prepares to Shoot Colin After Lying in Wait in Colin’s Apartment
(The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04).

Figure 31. Colin, Murdered by Dignam (The Departed 02:23:22-02:24:04).
The violence and racism depicted throughout The Departed are not gratuitous,
and are not employed to artificially create drama or to add emotional tension. The
characters are locked in a “perennial war that has no foreseeable end” (Christie 15), and
the violence and racism unfolding in The Departed convey the moral bankruptcy
resulting from the perpetual war between the police and the criminals. This is one of the
important and different themes explored in The Departed in comparison to Infernal
Affairs. In contrast, although there is violence and death in Infernal Affairs, the film
depicts a world of sentimentality and personal connections, presenting “graceful
romanticism” in comparison to the “cold, relentless cruelty” of The Departed (Y. Wang
154). A comparison of the filmic reactions to the deaths of several key characters
highlights this distinction.
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In both films, the respective mole’s immediate supervisor is killed by members of
the film’s criminal gang by being thrown off the roof of a building. The treatment of the
scene in the two films is, however, very different. In Infernal Affairs, as depicted in
Figure 32 below, Yan reacts to the death of Wong with devastation and sorrow. Their
close relationship, and the importance of personal relationships in Infernal Affairs, is
reflected in the framing of the shot, which depicts the characters in close proximity while
presenting Yan’s reaction to Wong’s death. The scene also employs flashbacks depicting
Wong and Yan’s friendship and close relationship, cutting to and from Yan’s sorrowful
reaction (01:01:32-01:04:30) to Wong’s death. The somber, slow song “Forgotten
Times” by Tsai Chan plays throughout the scene. Other police officers at the scene react
emotionally to Wong’s death, initiating a gun battle with Sam’s gang members, and in the
immediately following scene, a newscast of Wong’s death plays on a television at the
police headquarters, with members of the police watching the newscast devastated and
crying. “Forgotten Times” is used throughout Infernal Affairs to convey sadness and to
highlight the emotional connections between characters, particularly the reaction of
characters to other characters’ deaths. In contrast, the song most used in The Departed,
“I’m Shipping Up to Boston,” performed by the Celtic punk band Dropkick Murphys, is
hostile and thrashing, and, like much of the music in The Departed, is used to convey the
“adrenaline one supposes is coursing through the characters’ veins” (Wierzbicki 163).
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Figure 32. Yan Devastated Upon Wong’s Death in Infernal Affairs (01:01:32-01:04:30).
The use of slow, somber music in Infernal Affairs is mimicked in City of
Damnation, a South Korean film loosely based on Infernal Affairs. City of Damnation, a
romantic comedy with action and martial arts elements, utilizes the double mole premise
of Infernal Affairs, but very little else from the film. City of Damnation focuses primarily
on a romantic relationship that develops between Lee Joong-dae, the equivalent of Lau in
Infernal Affairs and Colin in The Departed, and a female police officer unique to City of
Damnation. The narrative, scenes, outcome, and themes are very different from Infernal
Affairs and The Departed, and there are very few comparisons that can be made. City of
Damnation is not a parody of Infernal Affairs, and tells its own unique story, but the film
does seem to parody the use of slow, somber music in emotional scenes in Infernal
Affairs. In City of Damnation, however, once the music begins to play, the character
monologue for which the music provides a sonic background quickly changes from
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serious and somber to humorous and ridiculous, and the serious, somber music is
employed to enhance the comedic effect of the particular scene.
In comparison to the reaction of Yan to the death of Wong in Infernal Affairs, in
The Departed, although Billy is emotionally closer to Queenan than any other character,
he reacts, as seen in Figure 33 below, with a combination of agonized frustration and
absolute desperation (01:47:04-01:49:44). He has lost his confidant at the state police,
and he as alone, just as he is depicted in the shot. The soundtrack to the scene is initially
silent, then turns ominous, and although a shoot-out also begins, the police officers
present do not know Queenan fell off the building, and simply react violently to the
presence of Costello’s men. And lastly, when The Departed shifts to the police
headquarters, there is no sadness. Rather, Dignam accuses Colin of being responsible for
Queenan’s death, and violently attacks him.
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Figure 33. Billy’s Desperate Reaction to the Death of Queenan in The Departed
(01:47:04 – 01:49:44).
The respective police funerals for Billy in The Departed, and Yan in Infernal
Affairs, also highlight the sentimentality and personal, emotional connections depicted in
Infernal Affairs, versus the cold, cruelty depicted in The Departed. The funeral held for
Billy is tense, formal, and organized, conveying the sense that Billy is not the first, and
won’t be the last, officer buried by the police (02:21:30-02:23:10). Billy’s therapist, Dr.
Madden, is in attendance. She appears simultaneously angry and sad. Dr. Madden is
pregnant, and as seen in Figure 34 below, has a terse confrontation with Colin, who she
knows worked as Costello’s mole. The scene then cuts to Colin in the hallway of his
apartment building, and the film culminates with Colin being killed by Dignam. Costello
has been killed by Colin at this point in the film, and like Billy earlier, Colin is now
alone.

Figure 34. Dr. Madden and Colin at Billy’s Funeral (The Departed 02:21:30-02:23:10).
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The police funeral for Yan, in comparison, is much more emotional and
sentimental, reflecting the extent to which personal and emotional connections are
presented in Infernal Affairs in comparison to The Departed (01:36:02-01:37:53). As
seen in Figure 35 below, Yan’s therapist, Dr. Lee, is in attendance and a close-up is used
to emphasize emotion as she weeps openly. At one juncture, she thinks “I’ll dream of
you Officer Yan,” as she cries. As discussed above, Lau is also in attendance, and as
depicted in Figure 26, he is despondent and overwhelmed by guilt, mouthing “I do” to the
voice-over question “[w]ho wants to be like Yan?”. The scene then cuts to a black screen
and the final Buddhist quotation “Says the Buddha: He who is in Continuous Hell never
dies. Longevity is a big hardship in Continuous Hell.” Lau will suffer emotionally in
“Continuous Hell” as a consequence of his actions, compared to Colin, who, in the
darker, more violent The Departed, is killed for his transgressions.

Figure 35. Dr. Lee at Yan’s funeral (Infernal Affairs 01:36:02-01:37:53).
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The Departed also explores themes of personal identity and individualism, versus
the theme of group and collective identity explored in Infernal Affairs. In the article “A
Cross-Cultural Comparison of Infernal Affairs and The Departed,” Wanlin Li discusses
the intertextual relationship between Infernal Affairs and The Departed, and how cultural
factors inform the themes of the respective films. Li argues that The Departed presents
the theme of individual identity, and in particular, American individualism, which she
contrasts to, rather than group identity, the sense of “cultural uprootedness or adriftness”
depicted in Infernal Affairs, symbolizing the existential status of Hong Kong “caught
between a British and Chinese culture” (332-333). This is, however, simply a different
way of saying that the characters seek a form of group identity, as they are trapped
between being identified as Chinese, or as citizens of a City-State controlled by Great
Britain.
As discussed above, Infernal Affairs introduces the theme of group identity at the
beginning of the film, when Sam clearly differentiates between his “brothers” and the
“cops,” while The Departed introduces the theme of personal identity through Costello’s
voice-over and monologue, in which he states that he doesn’t want to be a “product of
[his] environment,” but wants his “environment to be a product of [him],” and that there
is no distinction between cops and criminals, because, “[w]hen you’re facing a loaded
gun, what’s the difference?” This theme is evident in Figures 27 and 28 above, where
such Figures are discussed in the context of the irreverence of The Departed. Each scene
is also relevant here, as they depict Costello acting with rancor in a public place filmed
from a wide angle. Costello is not the product of his environment in these scenes. He
controls the space he occupies, and through his dominance, as depicted in the wide shots,
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Costello shapes the public environment to be a product of him, and to reflect his sense of
personal identity.
The presentation of themes of group versus personal identity can be further
considered by comparing aspects of the characterizations of Yan and Lau with those of
Billy and Colin. Both Yan and Lau are driven by a desire to be classified as a member of
a group—cop or criminal, good guy or bad guy. Yan wishes to be seen as a “good guy”
by Dr. Lee, and to convince her of this, confesses that he is actually an undercover cop
(01:40:22-01:40:45). Later, Yan meets with Lau and communicates his desire to get “his
life back” by changing his employee records to make clear that he is an undercover cop
(01:20:36-01:21:50), and as seen in Figure 36 below, when Yan arrests Lau, he tells Lau
he will have him prosecuted as a criminal instead of killing him because he is “a cop”
(01:32:03-01:32:18). As seen in Figure 36, they are framed opposite from each other in
the scene – the criminal and the cop, the bad guy and the good guy.
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Figure 36. Officer Yan arrests Lau (Infernal Affairs 01:32:03-01:32:18)
Lau, although an undercover mole for crime boss Sam, also wishes to be
classified as a police officer and seen as a “good guy.” Lau is deeply affected by the
death of Wong. Because of his guilt, he orchestrates a confrontation between the police
and Sam’s men, and during the confrontation, manipulates Sam into a face-to-face
encounter. Lau kills Sam, telling him, as seen in Figure 37 below, that he has “chosen”
his future, i.e. that he has chosen to be a “cop,” and because he chosen to be “good,” he
must kill the crime lord. In addition, Lau’s girlfriend, having heard tapes of Lau
speaking with Sam, confronts him by symbolically discussing a novel she is writing,
telling Lau that she “[c]an’t finish her story unless [she] knows whether the lead is good
or bad…he has to make up her mind” (01:28:04-01:28:16), and while Yan arrests him,
Lau argues that they should instead work together as cops, telling Lau he is “not the same
man” and that he has “turned over a new leaf” (01:30:40-01:40:48) and chosen to be
“good.”
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Figure 37. Lau has Chosen (Infernal Affairs 01:19:04-01:19:38).
The desire to be classified as good or bad, cop or criminal, is also presented as an
important theme in the 2008 Telugu film Homam. Homam is an unofficial adaptation of
Infernal Affairs and The Departed. Although neither film has been formally
acknowledged as a source, the director, JD Chakravarthy, has cited The Departed as an
“inspiration to some extent,” but has argued that “you will not see [The] Departed at all
in Homam” (See Chakravarthy). Like Scorsese, Chakravarthy is defending the
originality of his film. His comments, however, seem a bit more dubious, and
presumably, also reflect an awareness of possible copyright issues on his part. Homam
employs the same double mole narrative as The Departed and Infernal Affairs, and copies
multiple important scenes from the films. With respect to the issue of group identity
versus individualism, like Infernal Affairs, being categorized as a cop/good guy or
criminal/bad guy is critical to the lead characters. Malli, the equivalent character to Yan
and Billy, repeatedly asks his police contacts and other characters to visit his dying
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mother and tell her he is not a criminal, but an undercover police officer (See 02:06:1002:06:30). Being characterized as a cop or criminal is also important to Chandu, the
equivalent character to Lau and Colin. But unlike Lau, Chandu does not long to be seen
as a good guy and a cop. Chandu desires to be clearly categorized as a criminal, and
when he kills the crime boss for whom he has worked by infiltrating the police, he does
so to replace him and to be seen as the “boss…the ultimate goon…[and] not just any
criminal” (01:57:14-01:57:38).
Billy and Colin, in comparison to the comparable characters in Infernal Affairs
and Homam, forego any interest in group or collective identity. Billy and Colin make
purely personal choices that reflect their individual identities. Their individualism,
coupled with the sense that they are facing their individual challenges alone, is depicted
through the framing of several of the shots discussed above, including the shot depicted
in Figure 33, portraying Billy’s reaction to the death of Queenan, Figure 34, depicting
Colin’s abandonment by Dr. Madden, and Figures 30 and 31, in which, Dignam, acting
alone, kills Colin, now living alone, to avenge the deaths of Queenan and Billy.
For Billy, his sense of individual identity is best evidenced by his discussion
with Colin at the police headquarters after Queenan and Costello have been killed. Billy
seeks to have his personnel file and records, which were password protected and only
accessible by Queenan and Dignam, reintroduced to the department’s normal personnel
records (02:06:40-02:08:46). Unlike Yan, Billy does not identify himself through the
group classification of being a cop. He tells Colin that he “just wants his identity back,”
to which Colin replies “I understand. You want to be a cop again.” As seen in Figure 38
below, Billy’s response reflects his identification of himself as an individual rather than
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as the member of any group, and he is framed alone as he responds “[n]no, no…being a
cop is not an identity…I want my identity back.”

Figure 38. Billy Seeks the Return of His Personal Identity (The Departed 02:06:4002:08:46).
Colin’s decision to kill Costello (02:03:10-02:05:14) can also be contrasted to
Lau’s decision to kill Sam. Like Lau with Sam, Colin manipulates Costello into a faceto-face confrontation during a police raid. Unlike Lau, who kills Sam because he has
chosen to be a cop instead of a criminal, Colin kills Costello for purely personal reasons.
Colin hasn’t made a choice to be a good guy or a bad guy. It doesn’t matter to Colin
whether he is viewed as a cop or a criminal. As depicted in Figure 39 below, he has
discovered that Costello is an informant for the F.B.I., and he shoots Costello to eliminate
the possibility of Costello disclosing his hidden identity and actions. Although both
characters are framed in the scene, Colin’s intent is personal to the character, and he kills
Costello to protect his personal interests, further evidencing the importance of
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individualism and personal identity in The Departed, versus the importance of group and
collective identity in Infernal Affairs.

Figure 39. Colin Confronts Costello About His Role as an F.B.I. Informant (The
Departed 02:03:40-02:05:10).
The exploration of individualism and personal identity in The Departed, in
comparison to the exploration of the theme of group and collective identity explored in
Infernal Affairs, is one of several unique themes presented by The Departed. The film, as
discussed in this chapter, also conveys a rejection of religion, or at least an irreverence
towards religion, in comparison to the exploration of Buddhism and spirituality in
Infernal Affairs, and explores themes of violence, racism and ascendency, in comparison
to the exploration of sentimentality and personal connections in Infernal Affairs. The
presentation of these unique themes, coupled with the emigration of the story from Hong
Kong to Boston, and the related transformations of the narrative and characterizations to
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unique, albeit constructed, aspects of American society, results in a film that presents a
distinct identity in comparison to the film on which it is based.
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Chapter V
Conclusion

All cultural texts copy and borrow from previous cultural texts. With cinema,
remakes of previous films have formed an important part of the international film
industry since the release of the first films by the Lumière brothers at the end of the
nineteenth century. And despite the difficulty of translating films informed by specific
political, social and cultural elements, remakes of international films by Hollywood,
driven by the need for new, market tested ideas, have constituted an important component
of Hollywood’s film production, particularly since the 1980s. Hollywood responds to
competition, and in the beginning of the twenty-first century, as Asian films began
competing with Hollywood productions, the success of The Ring, a remake of the
Japanese film Ringu, triggered a wave of Asian remakes by American filmmakers.
The production of these films reflects assumptions and choices made by the
filmmakers as to the treatment of elements of cultural specificity set forth in the original
films, ultimately driven by assumptions regarding the types of film content accessible to
American and international audiences, and assumptions regarding the prospective box
office reaction to the characterizations, narrative, themes and film techniques presented in
the remade film. The American remakes of Asian films during the first decade of the
twenty-first century reflect these assumptions and choices. Further, the critical reaction
and commercial success of these remakes reflect the nature of such films as largely genre
films, designed to fill theater seats and capitalize on the commercial success of the
predecessor film.

Films such as Shall We Dance? and My Sassy Girl reveal the challenges involved
in identifying the cultural specificity informing the premise, narratives, and
characterizations of domestic films, and the challenge of replacing such cultural
specificity with a localized narrative and characterizations that imbue the American
remake with a distinct, American identity. With Ringu, Jo-On: The Grudge, Shutter,
Dark Water, and The Eye, and their respective American remakes, we see how
assumptions as to the types of content accessible to an American and international
audience impact choices made by American filmmakers. Here, the filmmakers assume
that American audiences would fail to understand and respond to more innocent, even
sympathetic, supernatural beings, and the American versions translate these films into
overt battles of good vs. evil, including battles with doubly “Othered” antagonists who
are both supernatural and foreign.
Other American remakes of Asian cinema discussed herein reveal the film tropes
and techniques employed by American filmmakers to enhance drama and generate
visceral thrills, in each case, under the assumption that such changes will resonate with
audiences and increase commercial success. The Ring and Dark Water employ
aggressive editing and quick cuts between long shots, medium shots and extreme closeups to amplify tension and disorient the viewer, while The Grudge exemplifies
Hollywood’s consistent employment of splashy, computer-generated effects in remakes,
often in replacement of more realistic, low-tech effects employed by Asian filmmakers.
Other films, such as Tortilla Soup, inject random sequences of seemingly unneeded
drama, and a number of the remakes discussed herein add difficult, unlikeable characters
to ramp up the drama.
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The Departed also reflects the assumptions and choices of the filmmakers, and
with The Departed, given its commercial and critical success, it can be argued that the
American filmmakers made the right assumptions and choices. The producers of The
Departed chose to purchase the remake rights to a film that, although very localized in its
depiction of Hong Kong, is built on a universal premise—a competition between two
moles—and which presents a narrative structure readily adaptable in connection with an
international remake. The producers also chose to entrust the project to a writer and
director intent on constructing a unique film world based on specific aspects of the
political, religious, and criminal culture of the Boston, and then provided the screenwriter
and their auteur director with sufficient creative control to craft a film exploring unique
themes, depicting unique aspects of the American experience, and presenting a unique,
constructed version of American identity. The Departed is a film that, although revealing
the DNA of Infernal Affairs, stands apart from the film on which it is based, and to
achieve this uniqueness, the filmmakers engaged in a thoughtful negotiation of the
translation of cultural specificity from Infernal Affairs to The Departed to create distinct
differences between the films.
Although the other American remakes of Asian films discussed in this thesis
failed to achieve critical success, such films were mostly successful at the box office.
That commercial success, however, faded over the course of the first decade of the
twenty-first century, triggering the end of the Asian remake surge. And while Hollywood
remakes of foreign films continued over the last ten years, no new geographical area
emerged as a consistent market for the purchase of remake rights by Hollywood. The
global COVID pandemic, has, however, enhanced the pressure on Hollywood to control
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budgets and focus on films with the best hope of success, thereby increasing the
likelihood that Hollywood will once again turn its eye toward a new geographic region in
its constant search for new material.
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