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Abstract

In recent years, the vampire film has emerged as a popular genre in South
Korea—moving away from the more mythical and local legendary folktale monster like
kumiho or dokkaebi, which has characterized previous Korean films. Considering the
nationalistic nature of Korean cinema, storytelling, and culture in general, this sudden
rise of cinematic vampires is a puzzling phenomenon. What does it mean in Korean
culture? What social, political, and psychological transitions and/or emergencies in South
Korea have led to this phenomenon? In addition, what can we learn about the
development of this centuries-old monster that has gained immense popularity in a non-
Christian foreign land?

The main goal of this research is to investigate the factors behind the sudden rise
of vampire narratives in South Korean cinema and drama. The research begins with
examining the transformation of Horror in Korean cinema through a historical lens,
focusing on the categorization of the vampire genre, as well as identifying the earliest
vampiric film produced in Korea. The purpose of exploring the history of the Horror
genre is not merely to understand its evolution, but to observe the vampiric traits that
influenced its popularity, or lack thereof, during different periods. Moreover, the thesis
delves into the elements of Korean horror, including the five prevalent tropes, the
characteristics of han, and the melodramatic effects, to analyze the extent to which these

elements are present in contemporary vampire narratives.



Critics have debated the hybrid portrayal of vampires in Korean cinema, noting a
blend of various representations that blur traditional distinctions associated with these
creatures but without fully accounting for them. This thesis also explores how
globalization and modernization have impacted the rise of vampires in South Korean
media culture, presenting the vampire as a cultural product. By analyzing the relationship
between South Korea’s evolving economic status (GDP) and the consumption of vampire
media, the thesis highlights the economic and cultural drivers contributing to the
emergence of this trend. Using the Cultural Distance (CD) theory, this thesis examines
the disparities between product-producing and product-consuming countries, highlighting
the inevitability of “glocalization,” demonstrating how global influences are tailored to
local contexts, thereby shaping the proliferation of vampire media in South Korea.

Hence, the hybrid nature is a key element influencing the popularity and
acceptance of vampire films in Korea. By using Roland Robertson’s glocalization theory,
this thesis hypothesizes that as vampires cross into Korean borders, they inevitably
undergo a process of glocalization, resulting in a hybridized form that is influenced by
various aspects of the local culture. In the penultimate chapter, the research explores
three distinctive narratives—Park Chan-wook’s Thirst (2009), the independent film The
Vampire Lives Next Door to Us (2015), and the webtoon series Bite Sisters (2021)—to
examine how each utilizes vampirism as a narrative device as well as a mechanism for
social criticism and historical reflection. It also investigates how each creator
incorporates recognizable elements of Korean folklore with traditional vampire traits,

creating a hybrid that resonates more deeply with Korean audiences. Analyzing these



narratives across different media is essential for unraveling the multifaceted appeal of the

vampire genre in Korea and answering the central questions of this thesis.
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Chapter I.

Introduction

In an interview with Sight and Sound after the release of his first vampire movie,
Thirst (2009), Park Chan-Wook, one of the most prominent film makers in South Korea,
affirmed that “there is no vampire folklore in Korea” (Bell 1). As a matter of fact,
vampirism is an imported monster genre that has only recently gained immense
popularity in the Korean film and media industry. Blood, Orange Marmalade, and A
Scholar Who Walks the Night are all vampire dramas that were screened on South Korean
television during the same year of 2015. That is a considerable number of vampire

dramas in one year, given that each series aired for three to four months.

Why has vampirism become such a popular genre recently—moving away from
the more mythical and local legendary folktale monsters, such as kumiho or dokkaebi?
What does this phenomenon signify in Korean culture? What social, economic, and
political transitions or national emergencies in South Korea have led to this phenomenon?

This study seeks to answer these questions.

In order to determine what influenced the rise of vampire stories in South Korean
media culture, a brief tracing of the genre’s history and an exploration of critical
conversations on transculturation and globalization are key. Because the vampire figure is
relatively recent in its emergence in Korea, an overview of the historical transformations
in Korean horror is also necessary. | will explore traditional tropes in Korean horror to

make connection and comparison with the modern vampire narratives that reflect those



ancient tropes. Then, | will explore transculturation and globalization, which are two
central sub-topics to examine while discussing the imported monster. Lastly, 1 will
analytically examine three modern vampire narratives directed and filmed in Korea and
make connections to the social, political, and philosophical nature of South Korea to

answer the ultimate question.

The Historical Background of the Vampire

The term “vampire” is comparatively new to the notion of the vampire, which is
said to go back to primeval history—some scholars have argued that it is a product of
Christian civilization, overlooking the fact that certain societies completely absent of the
religion still had concepts analogous to that of the vampire (McNally 10). Most critics
agree that the vampire motif stemmed from Gothic literature in Europe during the
eighteenth and nineteenth century in various forms of poetry, prose, and fiction. In A
Clutch of Vampires: These Being Among the Best from History and Literature, Raymond
T. McNally compiles an anthology of vampirana, beginning by tracing the word’s
linguistic origin, from the ancient Semitic myth of Lilith to the more recent
Transylvanian Count Dracula, ultimately offering three basic characteristics of the
vampire: its association with night, a capacity for change into another physical shape, and
a desire for human blood (11). Carol A. Senf agrees with McNally’s intricate history of
vampire evolution, citing the Oxford English Dictionary in which “the first reference to
the vampire (vampyre) in English occurs in 1734, almost a century before the vampire
enters literature” (22), adding to the discussion that the vampire is as much a product of
culture as it is literature. In fact, in his earlier book In Search of Dracula; a True History

of Dracula and Vampire Legends, McNally highlights the power of oral traditions in the



people of Romania where the legend of moroi (undead) has been passed down to

generations, ultimately leading to the “peasants’ belief in vampires” (151).

The genuine belief in vampire existence throughout history was sustained by
people’s superstitious beliefs that were rooted in a lack of scientific knowledge (Senf
23). Critics have generally agreed upon various diseases as “the root of many historical
cases of vampirism, including pernicious anemia, cancer, and tuberculosis,” which were
unknown at the time (McNally 15). In The Vampire in Nineteenth-Century Literature,
Carol A. Senf concurs that cases of premature burial may have contributed to the belief in
vampirism as the body “did not decompose like other dead bodies” (23), even attributing
ruddy cheeks to the mythical creature. By the turn of the century, however, the vampire
“entered popular consciousness primarily through Romantic literature” (145), where
many writers used and developed the literary creature in distinctive ways from the
folklore, with which readers of the twentieth century and the present are now familiar.
This also helps explain why and how all vampires are unique and “wonderful in their

versatility” in the works created during and after the twentieth century (Auerbach 5).

Other critics grapple with why the subject of the vampire settled as popular
culture in our society and how to account for its epidemic phenomenon in recent history.
William Patrick Day contends that the vampire’s folkloric existence “helped earn its
special status as the unreal real” (12), allowing even the most skeptical rationalists to
acknowledge its lengthy history. McNally would be one of those rationalists endeavoring
to pursue the history of the vampire myth as he devotes an entire book to tracking the
history of Count Dracula, who “was in fact an authentic 15th-century Wallachian prince

who was often described in the contemporary German, Byzantine, Slavonic, and Turkish



documents and popular horror stories as an awesome, cruel, and possibly demented,
ruler” (20). In The Vampire Defanged, Susannah Clements contends that “vampires
would not have become as popular as they have if they didn’t mean something to us as a
culture” (2), suggesting a connection between fiction and civilization. In addition, she
argues that the vampire is a perfect metaphor to “represent our fears and our desires” (4-
5) associated with the constantly changing world and its concerns. Auerbach agrees, as
she contends in Our Vampires, Ourselves, that “vampires blend into the changing culture

they inhabit” (6), suggesting that vampires change as we change.

The Literary Evolution of the Vampire

Most critics take Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) as being “central to our
understanding of vampires in the Western tradition” as Stoker pulled from a number of
different traditions such as the Balkan, Slavic, and Transylvanian folklores (Clements 3).
In the novel Count Dracula, “unlike contemporary pictures of the vampire from novels
like Anne Rice’s and Stephenie Meyer’s, the vampire here is not beautiful” (17), but has
arched nostrils, bushy eyebrows, and oddly pointed ears. Because vampires in the
nineteenth-century literature also represented many of the sinful taboos such as sexuality
and subversion of gender roles, making them unattractive would foster even greater
loathing of the creature. In addition, Dracula was used as a metaphor to represent “the
Oriental Other who threatens to infect Western society with his vampiric, degenerate
culture and body” (HOglund 175). The fear of the unknown, whether it be the outsider or
a disease, is the primary element that is reflected in the depiction of a nineteenth-century

vampire.



Anne Rice’s vampires in Interview with the Vampire (1976) are highly evolved
from their early ancestors. Most critics in the field agree that Rice’s novel was a “turning
point in the tradition of vampire mythology and literature” (35) because of the way in
which she shifted the narrative perspective to that of the vampires and gave them a
complex consciousness. Yoshitaka Inoue in her article “Contemporary Consciousness as
Reflected in Images of the Vampire,” frames Louis (the protagonist in Rice’s novel) as an
introspective vampire who “suffers from his existence or actions as a vampire” (91)—a
twentieth-century characteristic that reflects the era’s predilection for self-examination.
Horror scholars generally agree that “a recognizable shift in the representation of the
vampire began in the 1970s as a consequence of postmodernism” (Ancuta 236), a period
characterized by skepticism and philosophical changes, including the criticism of grand

narratives, relativism, and the rise of individualism, among others.

These complex characteristics of vampires continue to develop in Stephenie
Meyer’s The Twilight Saga (2005-2020) as each vampire is given “its own distinct way,
setting itself apart from other” (105) vampires—reflecting a twenty-first-century
independence from stereotypical representations. Irina Erman argues that the Cullens (a
vampire family in Twilight) “exhibit far more self-control than the humans whom they
are ostensibly emulating” (594), often portraying more human-like features than the

humans themselves.

Korean Vampires
Critics also debate the emergence (when) and depiction (what) of the first vampire

film in South Korea, each settling on a key element of what makes a vampire a vampire.



Katarzyna Ancuta refers to the Korean vampire as “an imported monster” (233) and
describes it as “very much a twenty-first-century creature” (234) that only recently
emerged in various Korean media. This view aligns with Park’s theory that Korea does
not have its own traditional vampire folklore. In Korean Cinema in Global Contexts, Kim
So-Young argues otherwise, suggesting the movie Salinma (A Devilish Murder, 1965)
was the first vampire movie ever premiered in Korea. Kim, however, acknowledges the
difference between vampirism and the vampire, arguing that in Korean films, “characters
with vampiric powers are represented as ghosts rather than pure appropriations of
Western vampire figures” (56-7), yet they nonetheless portray the typical vampire

characteristics such as blood-sucking, transforming victims, and being immortal.

The heightened discussion among critics on the arrival and portrayal of K-
vampires is perhaps due to its hybrid form. David J. Boyd argues that “South Korean
horror also mixes and matches its images of undead together, which makes many other
subgenres like the supernatural thriller and zombie apocalypse coalesce into vampiric
shapes” (159), making the distinction between vampires and other creatures unclear.
Ancuta concurs with Boyd’s view by suggesting that the K-vampire reflects a
“hybridization strategy [by] blending characteristic features” (235) of vampires with that
of the indigenous Korean fictional monster like kumiho, a supernatural creature yearning
to become human, in Korean horror films and drama. Based on Boyd and Ancuta, an
audience without the knowledge of kumiho, or other indigenous Korean fictional
monsters, will look at the hybrid creature and take it as it is without making the
connection with a vampire, unless this is made clear. In his article “Citational Vampires:

Transnational Techniques of Circulation in Irma Vep, Blood: The Last Vampire and



Thirst,” Ken Gelder raises a valid argument about the interpretation of local films as a
foreigner, stating that foreign films “will always exceed the understanding of critics who
remain geographically and culturally distanced from these things” (81). His view
suggests that perhaps it is easier for local audiences to distinguish the vampiric
characteristics in the hybrid vampire depicted in Korean films than it is for a foreign
viewer. Local audiences are prone to discern peculiar foreign characteristics depicted in

their traditional monster and identify them as such.

The discussion of transcultural hybridity, therefore, is essential in studying
Korean vampires. Not only is it important in understanding the nature of the hybrid
creature, but it also helps to elucidate the process of how a foreign product is imported
into the local state. In her essay “Korean Masculinities and Transcultural Consumption,”
Sun Jung illuminates how contemporary South Korean popular culture travels across
national and cultural borders. She argues that “South Korean popular culture is
hybridized and influenced by various foreign cultures through transcultural flows largely
facilitated by advanced media technology and globalization” (3), and names a principal
trait mugukjeok as the key aspect for enabling Korean popular culture to be globally

consumed. The concept of mugukjeok (& E1%&) was first introduced by a Japanese

sociologist, Koichi lwabuchi, in his book Recentering Globalization, as “mukokuseki,”
which shares the same Chinese characters, to explain the phenomenon of the rise of
Japanese cultural products—the reason being that the cultural products that gain global
popularity are culturally odorless. The major difference between Iwabuchi and Jung’s
concept is that while Jung concurs that the mixing of particular cultural elements leads to

their becoming less culturally specific, it is not caused by the mixture of an odorless



cultural element nor does the after-product become completely odorless (3). For Gelder,
the mixing and dissolving process of mugukjeok “is not too far away from what routinely
happens in transnational vampire cinema, too, as it animates its various citations, radiates
them across their surroundings as a set of transformative special effects, and, in doing so,
dissolves the local and traditional away” (98). While I agree with Gelder that the vampire
goes through various transformations to adapt to its local surrounding, it loses neither of
its local or traditional elements completely. In addition, Gelder’s view raises an
interesting follow-up question in the discussion: how does the process of mixing and
dissolving local and traditional elements in transnational vampire narratives impact the
authenticity and cultural significance of the vampire mythos, and does this transformation

make the vampire figure any less potent or meaningful?

In her essay “The Fantasy of Blockbuster: Narcissism of Korean Cinema,” Kim
Gyeong-Wok criticizes South Korean cinema’s cultural absorption and uncritical
imitation of Hollywood. She argues that “Under the US-led globalization dynamics [after
the IMF crisis], Korea obsessively learned how to completely mimic the America[n
culture, socio-economic system and lifestyle] and how the whole Korean society could be
Americanized” (17). In addition, Kim argues that a complex social phenomenon emerged
in South Korea after the economic collapse followed by IMF intervention, which was “a
sense of shame about ‘ours’ and frantic enthusiasm for America as a progressive symbol
of globalization” (18). Jung, on the other hand, takes a more neutral approach and argues
that South Korean cinema is “contradictory in its birth because it was based on the
Western technology of film” (9), which eventually became localized in South Korea. Kim

So-Young uses the term Hangukhyeong Beulleokbeoseuteo (the Korean Blockbuster) to



demonstrate the polarity between South Korean cinema and the Hollywood Blockbuster.
While the term can be translated as South Koreanized blockbuster, which “implies the
South Korean indigenization of the Hollywood blockbuster” (28), it can also be
interpreted as South Korean-style blockbuster that is distinct from the Hollywood-style
blockbuster. Either way, her view, then, contradicts Kim Gyeong-Wok’s criticism as it
suggests the notion that “a new style of South Korean film has emerged” (13) that is
aesthetically distinct in its own way. Jung concurs with Kim Seo-Yeong’s view, giving
the Korean haan as an example of “South Korea’s national identity” (7) uniquely

embedded in most domestic films of Korea.

While some critics acknowledge the hybrid nature of Korean vampires, other
critics overlook the process of Korean vampires evolving and transforming in the same
way that Korean cinema has indigenized itself. Sun Jung uses Roland Robertson’s
glocalization theory to explain how a new style of South Korean film has emerged—one
that is “indigenized, localized and Koreanized” (13) from the Hollywood blockbuster.
This, I argue, is the same way in which Vampires have become Baempaieos (the Korean
pronunciation of vampire). In his book Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture,
Roland Robertson introduces the concept of glocalization, which explains how “a product
is more likely to succeed when the product is adapted specifically to each locality or
culture that the product is marketed in” (28). According to Robertson, glocalization is
“the creation of products or services intended for the global market but customized to suit
the local cultures” (28). This could help explain the hybrid nature of K-vampires that
“conflate blood sucking vampires with other undead figures like body-possessing spirits

and soul-sucking ghouls, as well as dozens of other ghastly variations” (Boyd 158).



Iwabuchi gives weight to this theory by suggesting that “foreign goods and texts are
creatively misused, recontextualized in local sites, differently interpreted according to
local cultural meaning” (40) when transculturation occurs. While K-vampires might
“seem just a paler version of humans” to some critics, I argue Baempaieos are indeed the
product of mugukjeok glocalization: meticulously metamorphosed to fit the local,

regional, and global audience (Ancuta 234).

There has been a sudden emergence of vampires in various media forms in 21
century South Korea, beginning with Vampire Cop Ricky (2006), Thirst (2009), Orange
Marmalade (2011-2013), The Scholar Who Walks the Night (2012), Vampire Prosecutor
(2012), You Are My Vampire (2014), Blood (2015), Vampire Detective (2016), and
Beautiful Vampire (2018) among others. Some critics argue that the main purpose of the
vampire genre is to gain global recognition. Kim So-Young, one of this view’s main
proponents, states: “since vampire stories can easily offer filmmakers global recognition
it is not difficult to speculate that a film like Bakjwi might be foregrounding their West-
centered global appeal” (262). She goes on to argue that in order to obtain global
recognition, Korean films attempt to touch upon “Asia extreme” contents that would
appeal to a foreign audience. For Boyd, the brand “Asia Extreme” needs to be redefined
as it is “not introduced by East Asian auteurs, commercial film critics, or academic film
theorists while out on the local or international film festival” but rather invented by a
Scottish film distributor, Hamish McAlpine, who runs the risk of “impoverish[ing] the
philosophical and cultural value of said cinematic texts” (154). Boyd problematizes the
cinematic genre of “Asia Extreme” that is defined by “Anglophone commercial and

academic circles” and calls for denaturalization of the genre in any critical evaluation of

10



East Asian cinema. Nevertheless, Kim argues that Bakjwi lacks “any indexical references
to the dire problems, entrenched or emergent, of the South Korean local” (262)—pinning
the film as “Asia Extreme.” Seen in this light, Gelder would agree with Kim, as he
concurs that while masculinity is an important theme in Park’s film, “it doesn’t seem to
have any local political referent and is much more difficult to identify as a national

allegory” (98).

Kim So-Young, however, seems to refute her own argument by suggesting that
fellow critics interpret Bakjwi in a different light. She argues, “if we shift the critical
focus from the priest (the protagonist who becomes a vampire) to Tae-ju, the young
housewife” (262), the film introduces a much more detailed historical account of the local
film context in which Bakjwi has appeared. After Taeju turns into a vampire, she utters to
the priest: 1'd rather become a vampire than a housemaid, which Kim argues to be a
reflection of Korean women’s “refusal of gendered labor” (265), which will be further
discussed in chapter 1VV. Minja Kim Choe gives weight to this theory by addressing
“shifts in gender roles and in marriage behavior” brought by the rapid economic
development and modernization in South Korea in the late twentieth century, in her
article “Modernization, gender roles, and marriage behavior in South Korea” (293).
According to Choe, modernity led Korean women to seek jobs, which was a threat to
patriarchy because women were becoming more financially independent; however, once
they were married, women had to quit their jobs in order to raise children and manage
household affairs. Seen in this light, then, Taeju’s decision to become a vampire over a

housemaid could be a reflection of the twenty-first-century Korean women’s haan in

11



having to “provide various forms of care labor under neoliberal globalization when the

state [and their husbands] fail to provide [help and] social care” (267).

In her essay “The State of Fantasy in Emergency,” Kim So-Young contends that
there is a connection between Korea’s state of emergency and its cinema, pointing out
that “the first golden age of Korean cinema overlaps with a period in which a state of
emergency was proclaimed no less than three times” (257). According to Kim,
filmmakers in Korea have used fantasy as a way to reflect (and criticize) the society
during harsh times—especially during the authoritarian regime of Park Chung Hee and
IMF. The Vampire being the ultimate fictional creature of the West, the sudden rise of
this genre in Korean media culture must be a representation of something specific. But
what? | will examine this further through the interpretation and analysis of three vampire
films and/or series: Park Chan-wook’s Thirst (2009), Im Sang-soo’s The Vampire Lives
Next Door (2019), and Han Ga-Ram’s Bite Sisters (2021) produced in Korea. As

Auerbach suggests, modern vampires are mirrors of ourselves.

My own view is that the vampire has transformed into a popular mugukjeok
(odorless or less culturally specific) element in the 21% century that enables Korean
authors and filmmakers to use it to depict local problems in Korea. Though I concede that
K-vampires are not pure appropriations of Western vampire figures, | still maintain that
K-vampires are very much alike both metaphorically and characteristically. For example,
“motifs such as blood sucking, the resultant transformation of the victim into a vampire
and the curse of immortality are all operative in South Korean horror films” (Kim 56-7).
Although some might object that K-vampires are “different in terms of costumes and

gestures” (57), I would argue that there is significant transcultural transformation in

12



localizing an imported monster that will need to be localized to the regional audience.
The issue is important because the vampire is an imported monster in Korea in which
transformation is bound to occur as it crosses boarders; the representation of a foreign
object in the present will nevertheless reflect so much of the immediate political and

social concerns of South Korea.

| intend to bring the conversation more solidly into contemporary Korean media
culture, exploring what it means for the reformed imported monster to gain such
popularity in our society today. As Nina Auerbach has suggested, every age gets the
vampire it deserves. Therefore, this research will illuminate the path of transformations
vampires have followed to this point in conjunction with the social, economic, and

political changes that were brought about in Korea through modernity and globalization.

This study seeks to answer the following questions: what influenced the rise of
this particular genre in the Korean film/cinema industry, and what significance does it
hold? While I suspect that there are genre trends in any culture, my thesis primarily
examines the cultural connection to the historical, economic, and social states in Korea
that inevitably led to the rise of vampire films in the 21st century. In Korean Cinema in
Global Context, So-Young Kim contends that “the first golden age of Korean cinema
after the Korean War overlaps with a period in which a state of emergency was
proclaimed no less than three times: 1960, 1961 and 1964” (257), the linkage between the
political and Korea’s cultural fascination with impending danger, something that Korean
cinema often translates into fictional monsters. Mass civilian protest against corrupt

elections, the military coup d’état staged by General Park Chung Hee, and deployment of

13



Korean troops to Vietnam, which occurred in 1960, 1961, and 1964 respectively, marks a

significant era in South Korean history both politically and culturally.

My hypothesis is that the use of the vampire motif goes beyond a test to see
whether “importing good ideas could [help to] develop a democratic regime in traditional
societies” (222) like Korea, on screen, as Chang has suggested. | argue that the historical
and social state in Korea makes the vampiric element an appealing one to use by film
directors, screen writers, and authors to portray a metaphorical depiction of reality on
screen. For instance, the image of a powerful supernatural being sucking blood from the
weak more for thirst than survival can be seen as a reflection of contemporary neo-
Confucian, capitalist Korea. In Korea, corruption and nepotism within chaebols (large,
family-owned business conglomerates) are rampant, with the elite exploiting their power
and influence for personal gain at the expense of the less powerful. This parallel between
the vampire’s predation and the societal issues in modern Korea highlights the
exploitation and inequality present in both contexts. | also argue that K-vampires are not
“just a paler version of humans,” as described by Ancuta in her essay, “B is for

Baempaieo: The Rise of K-Vampires” (234).

To answer these questions, Chapter Two will first explore the historical
emergence and transformation of Horror in Korean cinema, as this is the context in which
the vampire genre is currently categorized. | will explore the unique elements of horror in
Korean films that give it its distinct cultural identity, delving into the five traditional
tropes that have persisted and evolved in contemporary Korean cinema. Then, | will
analyze two of the earliest vampire films directed in Korea, investigating their thematic

and stylistic influences, and how they have shaped contemporary Korean vampire
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narratives. By examining these elements, | aim to understand the cultural and cinematic
context that has influenced the development of vampire films in Korea.

In Chapter Three, | will examine how globalization and modernization have
influenced the rise of vampires in South Korean media culture, positioning the vampire as
a cultural product. I will analyze the correlation between South Korea's economic status
(GDP) and the consumption of vampire-related media, highlighting how economic
factors drive cultural trends. Additionally, I will explore the cultural significance and
impact of this phenomenon through the lens of Cultural Distance (CD) theory,
investigating the differences between product-producing and product-consuming
countries. This analysis will suggest the inevitability of glocalization, demonstrating how
global influences are adapted to fit local cultural contexts in the proliferation of vampire
media in South Korea.

Chapter Four presents the representation of the vampire in Korean films in which
| incorporate Kim So-Young’s theory on the State of Fantasy and the State of Emergency
to demonstrate the ways in which the social, economic, and political movements have
played a significant role in shaping the cultural, especially cinematic, industry in Korea. |
will analyze three notably significant narratives across various media including
commercial film, independent film, and online webtoon. This chapter explores three
distinctive narratives—the film Thirst (2009), the independent film The Vampire Lives
Next Door to Us (2015), and the webtoon series Bite Sisters (2021)—to examine how
each utilizes vampirism as a narrative device. Assessing these narratives across different
media is crucial for understanding the multifaceted appeal of the vampire genre in Korea.

While Thirst exemplifies the mainstream film industry’s exploration of vampires as a
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vehicle for complex character studies and societal critique, The Vampire Lives Next Door
to Us offers the artistic freedom and experimental storytelling found in independent
cinema. On the other hand, Bite Sisters illustrates how webtoons have adapted

supernatural themes to engage a digitally savvy audience.

From an era where “almost all the ghosts in Korean films [were] women,” which
was a tool to stress the threats to patriarchy during the first stage of modernism, to a
period with men portraying both good and evil vampire roles highlights a significant
transformation in the Korean horror-film industry (Kim and Berry 55). This change is by
no means a coincidence—rather a depiction of the shift in narrative as well as in
conventional customs. Hence, | am most interested in the ways in which the current
social and political state of South Korea shapes the vampiric narratives in film and
television series. My goal is not only to produce new scholarship on Korean fantasies,
specifically vampires, but to foster conversations about the vampire motif that has
diffused transnationally so that scholars, historians, and writers can further discuss how

certain fictional (vampiric) traits are more prone to adaptation in a global context.

16



Chapter II.

History of Korean Horror and Vampire Cinema

While vampire stories have become so popular in Western cultures that they have
evolved into an independent genre, in Korean films and literature, vampire stories
continue to be categorized under the horror/thriller genre. In this chapter, | will discuss
the emergence and development of Korean horror so that we can understand the

beginning and the rise of K-vampires in Korean cinema.

Emergence and Transformation of Horror

South Korea’s horror cinema is generally regarded as a recent development within
the realm of international horror. Though ghosts had appeared in Korean films as early as
1924, the first wave of Korean horror opened in 1960, shocking audiences with a shift in
tone and something more sinister and gothic than the typical family melodrama. The
shocking sequence of events included: adultery, psychological torture, merciless
infanticide, and double suicide. Many scholars have identified Kim Ki-young’s The
Housemaid (1960) as the first modern horror film in Korea and the starting point for the
country’s first great cycle of horror movies (Peirse 4). In addition, scholars have noted
The Housemaid, “though canonized as a horror film, is really better understood as a
hybrid text,” which also accounts for the presence of melodramatic features in Korean
horror films (Martin 425). The Golden Age, which referred to the period between 1950 to

1960, when the studio system emerged and film became a major commercial and cultural



force in Korean cinema, “was dominated by popular melodramas about romance and
family stability.” The horror genre that sprouted in the 1960s embedded those qualities of
melodrama in their stories (McHugh). Narratives of exaggerated emotion, tragic

romance, and female suffering were the typical motifs used in Korean horror movies.

Film censorship and government control of the media under the reign of President
Park Chung-hee restricted filmmakers in the 1970s, and horror film was no exception.
While “dissent and protests were rife, and prisoners brutally mistreated, filmmakers were
unable to engage with the chaos around them in any meaningful way” that might have
brought a new generation of horror topics (Black 186). Instead, the decade saw the same
themes and tropes being revisited—an adaptation or re-work of past horror scripts like

Janghwa and Hongryeon, a story of two sisters.

The 1980s marked a change in the political administration when President Chun
Doo-hwan’s “Three S policy of pacifying unhappy citizens through the promotion of
Sports, Sex, and Screen led to an abundance of domestic erotic exploitation films. The
horror genre saw the effects of this immediately “with the instigation of a new cycle of
ero-horror” (Martin 428). This is the same decade when a flow of Hong Kong movies,
including vampire films, poured into Korea. National films that were produced in Korea
dwelled on the old narratives in which “the same themes were addressed, and the typical
narrative patterns remained...with added nudity and supernational exaggeration” (428). |
propose that this explains how the vampire first came to be used in Korean horror.
Though filmmakers were now released from restrictions by the political administration,
which encouraged horror, national films “failed to compete with more popular cinema

from Hong Kong and Hollywood” (429).
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When censorship was finally relaxed and a new democratically elected
government, Kim Young-sam, gained power in early 1990s, a new wave of Hollywood-
influenced, melodrama-horror hybrid films emerged. The hybrid film often explored
themes of romance and relationships but targeted to a different audience—a new
generation of adults. Filmmakers, again, returned to old mythic stories; however, with

added contemporary sensibilities.

Traditional Tropes

The Korean media, in its exploitation of the horror genre, tend to reuse local
traditional tales and legends with which its audience is already familiar; the familiarity
not only promises success, but a form of artistic competition developed as to who did it
better. Writers and film directors seem to enjoy the remaking of old stories, giving it a
better plotline or characterization that could answer some of the vague elements
unexplained in the pre-existing story. In her book The Fairy Tale World Lee Sung-Ae
proposes five of the most commonly (re)used Korean folktale legends that have
dominated Korean culture—oral and written—for a very long time. They are: “Kongjwi
and Patjwi,” “The Sun and the Moon,” “Arang,” “Janghwa and Hongryeon,” and
“Gumiho” (358). What, then, are the defining qualities and themes that these stories
possess that reflect the cultural specificity of this nation’s horror cinema? How are they

being reused in contemporary Korean horror films?

Kongjwi and Patjwi. Kongjwi lost her mother at a young age, and her father remarried a
woman who had a daughter named Patjwi. Kongjwi was mistreated by her stepmother

and stepsister Patjwi, who left her with difficult tasks while they attended a royal feast.
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As Kongjwi wept over a broken water jar, a toad helped fill it, birds assisted with
pounding rice, and a cow provided clothes and shoes for the feast. On her way, Kongjwi
lost a shoe, which the prince found, declaring he would marry its owner. The prince
found Kongjwi and decided to take her as his bride, but the night before the wedding,
Patjwi and her mother killed her and threw her body into a pond, with Patjwi pretending
to be Kongjwi. A flower’s voice reveals the deception, and Kongjwi’s spirit, emerging
from a jewel, informs the prince of her body’s location. The prince resurrected Kongjwi
using the jewel, and they lived happily ever after, while Patjwi and her mother were

punished.

The Sun and the Moon. A mother left her three children at home to go to work and
encountered a tiger on her way back. The tiger demanded her rice cakes, clothes, and
eventually ate her. The tiger then went to the house, pretending to be the mother and
convinced the children to open the door, eating the youngest once inside. The two
remaining siblings escaped and climbed a large tree by a well. They prayed for a rope,
which allowed them to ascend to the sky while the tiger fell and died trying to follow
them. The brother became the sun and the sister the moon, but they switched because the
sister was afraid of the night, making her the sun and him the moon. Feeling shy, the
sister pricked herself with a needle to make it difficult for people to look directly at her as

the sun.

Arang. During the Joseon Dynasty, Arang, the daughter of the governor of Miryang, was
murdered by a local official while moon-gazing. After her death, she became a vengeful
spirit unable to avenge herself directly. She needed a governor with power, but her father,

heartbroken over his missing daughter, resigned and moved to Seoul, where he soon died.
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Successive governors of Miryang died of fright after encountering Arang’s spirit, until a
brave and wise man volunteered for the position. On his first night, he met Arang’s spirit,
who hinted at her murderer’s identity through a symbolic object. The new governor
deduced the killer’s identity, captured, and executed him, allowing Arang to avenge her
death. Grateful, Arang promised to help the governor and foretold his future success

before disappearing.

Janghwa and Hongryeon. During the reign of King Sejong, Governor Bae Mu-ryong of
Cheolsan in Pyeongan Province had two daughters, Janghwa and Hongryeon. After their
mother died, Bae remarried a wicked woman named Heo, who bore three sons and began
mistreating the daughters. Heo plotted to kill Janghwa to avoid spending money on her
dowry, falsely accusing her of a miscarriage and having her son Jangsoe drown Janghwa
in a pond. A tiger attacked Jangsoe during the murder, leaving him disabled. Heo then
intensified her abuse toward Hongryeon, who learned of her sister’s death and drowned
herself in the same pond. The sisters’ vengeful spirits haunted the magistrates, causing
them to die of fright until Jeong Dong-wu took the position and heard their plea for
justice. Upon discovering the truth, Jeong had Heo executed, punished Jangsoe,
dismissed Bae Mu-ryong, and properly buried the sisters, who then appeared in his dream

to thank him and predict his promotion, which soon came true.

Gumiho. The Gumiho (#vEJN) is a mythical creature depicted as a fox with nine tails,
possessing supernatural abilities. According to legend, each time a fox trains for 500
years, its tail splits into two, and when it has nine tails, it becomes an immortal being. In
Korean legends, the Gumiho is often portrayed as a fearsome creature that transforms

into a beautiful woman to seduce and devour humans. Yet, the Gumiho is also depicted
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as striving to become human, torn between its monstrous nature and a desire for
humanity. Some tales suggest that a Gumiho can become human by eating 100 human
livers, while others say it can achieve this by marrying a human man and living without
revealing its true identity for 100 days. In many of these stories, protagonists at risk of
being eaten by the Gumiho receive help from animals or spirits they have previously
saved, allowing them to defeat the Gumiho and escape danger. The duality of the
Gumiho, as both a monstrous and pitiable figure, adds complexity to its role in Korean

mythology, making it a compelling subject of folklore.

With the exception of the “Gumiho,” a discernible pattern emerges in the traits of
the four folktales: a female character is unjustly murdered, transforms into a vengeful
spirit, seeks retribution for her death, successfully exacts vengeance, and the perpetrator
is ultimately punished. These folktales, embodying the essence of all traditional
narratives, convey a strong ethical and moral theme. They impart lessons to their
audience about the significance of virtuous behavior and underscore the inevitable
revelation and punishment of deceit and wrongdoing. Peirse contends that Korean horror
has a strong streak of melodrama “due in large part to the enduring legacy of shinpa, now
regarded as an exaggerated subgenre of cinematic melodrama but originally a Japanese
theatrical tradition of the late 1880s” (5), which was introduced to Korea during the
colonial period. While | agree with Peirse that melodrama is the predominant narrative
mode in Korean horror, | argue that the elements of female suffering, jealousy, the
virtuous scholar, punishment, and justice—common in these stories—collectively
contribute to their classification as melodramatic. It is the stories themselves, originating

from the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1910), that imbue them with melodramatic qualities.

22



Furthermore, | argue that this is one of the reasons the foreign vampire trope was not
well-received in Korea during the 1960s when it was first introduced: the vampire did not
fit within any of the five established tropes nor align with any of the melodramatic

elements.

A renowned scholar in the field of Asian film, Daniel Martin, in his book A
Companion to the Horror Film, introduces six defining qualities of Korean horror
movies, which are: revenge, flashbacks, outcasts, religion and superstition, sexual
innocence, and sadness (431-32). All of the five folktales mentioned previously entail one
or more of these qualities. For instance, “Arang,” a story of a maiden who died unjustly
and seeks justice after becoming a spirit, has four of the six qualities—revenge,
flashbacks, sexual innocence, and sadness embedded in the story. Another reputable
scholar in the field, Sung-Ae Lee, echoes Martin’s theory by providing motives for these
ghost narratives, suggesting that “they critique, on the one hand, social formations such
as extreme socio-economic differences in society and lack of impartiality in judicial
systems, and, on the other hand, less visible problems such as the damaging impact of

gender performatives on individual subjectivities” (127).

Martin also stresses the significance of how Korean horror stories are derived
from melodrama. He contends that “the emotional tone, the sense of tragedy and sadness
pervading the Korean horror film, is one of its major differentiating qualities, revealing
cultural specificity and playing to local sensibilities” (426). Alison Peirse concurs with
this theory that Korean horror films are intended to evoke sadness as much as fear—due
to the sympathy derived from the unjust death of the true victim prior to her

transformation as a ghostly figure (9).
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Ghosts and their Han

A central theme in diverse aspects of Korean culture—Iliterature, arts, folktales,
films, drama, and philosophy—is han (also spelled as haan), used as a source of plot and
the characterization of the avenge-seeking ghost in horror films. Kim Soyoung defines
han as “unresolved grief, repentance, and resentment, which is often claimed to be
untranslatable”—that is to say eccentrically Korean. Sun Jung concurs with this and
states in her book, Korean Masculinities and Transcultural Consumption, that han is
“intrinsically and intricately connected” with everyday lives of Koreans and states that it
“can be compared to African-American blues in terms of oppression and emotional
expression” (7). Best translated as a sense of agonizing grief at great injustice, the
employment of han in the portrayal of the killer-ghost ultimately leaves viewers to
sympathize with the monster “for their victims are the ones who truly deserve
punishment, having committed sins and caused the suffering of [the] innocent” (426).
Hence, the use of han truly enhances the melodramatic element in Korean horror

narratives by evoking both sympathy and fear towards the ghostly figure.

Early Vampire Films in Korea
While many scholars have grappled with the authenticity of recent Korean
vampires, looking at Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula as the genuine specimen, there has not
yet been a study on or even questioning of the first vampire film directed and produced in
South Korea. As this study seeks to answer what caused the rise of vampires in Korea, it
is not only significant, but necessary to determine the very first truly national vampire

film.
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The Female Blood-Sucking Ghost of the Night

In 1981, director Kim In-soo produced the first national vampire film called
“Heophyulgwi Ya-nyeo,” which can be translated as The Female Blood-Sucking Ghost of
the Night. That is seven years after the first foreign vampire film, Dan Curtis’s Bram
Stoker’s Dracula (1974), was screened at the national box office in 1974 (further
discussed in Chapter Three). While traces of the foreign monster are evident, the film
largely focuses on the female han as the main theme and plot of the story and uses the
blood-sucking ghost as a tool to get justice—to take revenge. Synopsis: Won Sa-Yong, a
man of power kills his friend to take over his friend’s lover, Sulli, who on the verge of
being raped, bites her tongue and commits suicide. Right before her death, Sulli curses
Won Sa-Yong—launching the han magic that will keep her from dying completely. Ten
years later on the day of Won Sa-Yong’s birthday, Sulli appears as a blood-sucking ghost

and declares that she will take revenge on Won by “drying up his blood and legacy.”

Drying-up-of-one’s-blood is a common phrase used in Korea to mean multiple
things: 1. harass or torment someone; 2. cause someone much distress; 3. provoke fear in
someone. Surprisingly enough, the phrase is not in any way used to suggest its literal
meaning: to drain one’s blood out until it is dry. However, the phrase, when used in
conjunction with the vampire, includes all three of the preexisting definitions with an
added bonus of what a han-ed bloodsucker is capable of inflicting on her victim. This, |
argue, is a distinctive feature that stands out in Korean vampires—a mixture of the
foreign monster and the local han, a hybrid form. Perhaps this is why Kim, and other

horror-writers to come, considered vampires as an option or a better replacement for the
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Korean ghosts—qiving the audience a new experience with a novice monster that will

scare, distress, and literally dry up the blood of the antagonist.

Figure 1 Choi Hee-Jung in Heophyulgwi Ya-nyeo directed by Kim In Soo (1981).

The female blood-sucker is determined to dry up the blood and legacy of her enemy.

While traces of the foreign vampire are evident—fangs, sucking blood, red eyes,
supernatural powers, sleeping in the coffin—it is clear that efforts have been made to
make the film as easily accessible to local viewers. The first most obvious measure taken
by the director is perhaps the title. Instead of using baempaieo, which is the phonetic
spelling of “vampire” in Korea, Kim creates, or employs, a new type of gwi (ghost) that
sucks blood: heophyulgwi. In this way, Kim introduces the Korean audience to a new
ghost with added supernatural powers that are not completely foreign and are therefore

viewer friendly.
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Dracula in a Coffin

The following year, 1982, Lee Hyung-pyo directed Dracula in a Coffin or
“Gwansok-ei Deurakura” with the appearance of Count Dracula in his signature cape,
paleness, fangs, and coffin. The role was played by a Caucasian actor, Christopher Kenn,
who in the story follows Sung-hae to South Korea after she abruptly returns home from

studying abroad in the United States in hopes of escaping from the vampire.

Figure 2 Christopher Kenn and Park Yang-rye in Dracula in Coffin directed by Lee
Hyung-pyo (1982).

Count Dracula’s infatuation over Sung-hae has him traveling oceans into South Korean
borders.

The film opens with a boat drifting on its own with all its crew members killed—
Korean sailors with their necks bitten—distilling Count Dracula’s voyage and entrance
into Korea in a single image. It is quite apparent that the screen writer and Lee had a deep

knowledge of Bram Stoker’s Dracula as there are numerous elements that this film’s

Dracula follows in accordance with the novel’s vampire. For instance, Lee’s Dracula
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makes a pre-order, through email, of two customized “American-coffins” before arriving
in South Korea. This is analogous to Stoker’s Dracula who indeed orders a coffin to be
made and requests it to be delivered to Carfax Abbey in London, the coffin serving as his
residence before arriving in England. The method of killing a vampire is identical, too: by

driving a wooden stake into the vampire’s heart.

Figure 3 Park Ji-hoon and Kang Yong-suk in Dracula in Coffin directed by Lee Hyung-
pyo (1982).

After agonizing over the thought of killing his fiancé, Sung-hae, Jang agrees with pastor
Park to kill the vampire by driving a wooden stake through her heart.

Moreover, when Sung-hae, despite her effort to escape from the vampire, turns
into one herself by getting bitten by her long-time friend, Helen [54:33], pastor Park does
not hesitate to drive a wooden stake into her heart when he discovers her lying in the
coffin [33:48]. In fact, the scene when pastor Park kills Sung-hae with the assistance of

her fiance, Jang Choong-han, is identical to that of Professor Abraham Van Helsing’s
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killing of Lucy Westernra after persuading her fiancé, Arthur Holmwood, to assist him

and other characters in combating Count Dracula.

In addition, there are more traits that resemble Stoker’s Dracula: being dormant in
the daylight, aversion to garlic, having supernatural powers like shapeshifting into a bat,
and being repelled by religious symbols including the Christian cross. An interesting note
about Lee’s film is the appearance of another religion, Buddhism, and its significance to
the story’s characterization and plot. Sung-hae’s silver necklace with a cross wards off
the vampire, who tries to bite her at the beginning of the film [27:51]. However, when
pastor Park and Jang finally have their match against the Dracula, the count wraps the
crucifix with his cape and throws it onto the ground. What saves Park from getting bitten
by the Dracula is a Buddhist monk. Right when pastor Park is about to get bitten, the
sound of a Buddhist hymn is heard, and the vampire is seen to be in immense pain and
starts to vomit blood [1:28:38]. While Catholic missionaries arrived in Korea as early as
the 17" century, it was not until the late 19" century that Christianity was more fully
understood and gained followers in South Korea. Historically, Koreans lived under the
influence of shamanism and Buddhism, which would help explain the sudden
intervention of a Buddhist monk in the combat between Park and Jang against the

vampire—exhibiting remarkable courage and strength alone.
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Figure 4 Unidentified actor and Christopher Kenn in Dracula in Coffin directed by Lee

Hyung-pyo (1982).

A passing monk help defeat the vampire while the crucifix is helplessly thrown on the
ground.

Thanks to the monk, the vampire is defeated. Once the battle is over, the camera
zooms into the crucifix that is thrown onto the ground as if to portray the powerless value
of the symbol in exterminating evil, thus questioning the validity of the religion as a
whole. Lee most likely took into account that a big portion of his audience would be
Buddhists, since Buddhism was the more common religion in Korea at the time of the
film’s release. In addition, it may be possible that Lee targeted the newly converted
Christians living in Korea to be caught in a dilemma by depicting their religion as less

powerful in protection and defense against the mighty Dracula.

Determining the first vampire film to be directed and produced in South Korea
still remains somewhat ambiguous. This is mainly because of an argument made by a
scholar named Kim So-Young, who suggests the movie Salinma (A Devilish Murder,
1965) as the first vampire movie premiered in Korea. While the two films mentioned
above have one of the terms—vampire, blood-sucker, and/or heophyul-gwi—mentioned

in their films, Salinma does not. Instead, “characters with vampiric powers are
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represented as ghosts rather than pure appropriations of Western vampire figures” (56-7),
which Kim argues to be a direct portrayal of the typical vampire characteristics, such as:
blood-sucking, transforming victims, and being immortal. While acknowledging the
difference between vampirism and the vampire, Kim seems to put greater emphasis on
the significance of vampire traits than the explicit categorization and labeling of the
monster. This is contradictory to the statement made by other critics who have noted that
most vampire films in Korea do not seem to “take the vampire seriously” (234), and
instead focus more on the labeling and less on the true vampiric trait. For example, the
film Dream of a Warrior (2001), directed by Park Hee-jun, was re-titled Dilmun: Battle
Against the Vampire Race in 2022, despite containing little to no obvious resemblance to
the traits of vampires. The so-called vampires in the film are more accurately described
as imaginary tribes attempting to conquer the people of Dilmun. This renaming appears
to be an effort to rebrand the film and generate renewed interest, though the exact
motivations behind this decision remain unclear. Upon its initial release, the film did not
fare well critically or commercially, receiving mostly negative reviews with critics
pointing out issues related to its storyline, special effects, and overall execution—it
struggled at the box office, failing to make a significant impact. Perhaps the decision to
strategically include the word “vampire” in the new title was made to appeal to a new
generation of audiences, which would likely give the film a second chance in the market.
This is a valid explanation since vampire narratives become a popular genre in Korean

film from the mid-2010s.
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Chapter I11.

The Vampire as a Cultural Product

To examine what influenced the rise of vampires in South Korean media culture,
an exploration of critical conversations on globalization and transculturation is relevant
since vampires in film are imported cultural goods from the West. Allen J. Scott defines
cultural products as “service outputs that focus on entertainment, edification, information
(films, music, books) and manufactured products through which consumers construct
distinctive forms of individuality, self-affirmation, and social display” (462). The Korean
vampire, which “implies the possession of knowledge of modern sociocultural
machinery” (Kim 266), is arguably a form of cultural product that similarly entertains,
edifies, and informs Korean consumers to attain individuality, self-affirm, and exhibit
distinctive social display. After all, vampires “promise escape from our dull lives and the

pressure of our times,” and Korean vampires are no exception (Auerbach 9).

Scholars in cultural economics and international marketing still debate which
factor—cultural or economic—influences the international diffusion of cultural products.
While Gerard J. Tellis argues that cultural factors can robustly explain “cross-country
variations in new global product sales” (188), Yvonne Van Everdingen contends that
economic factors are more significant when it comes to purchasing cultural products
(637). Contrary to both scholars, Deepa Chandrasekaran in his journal, “Global Takeoff
of New Products; Culture, Wealth, or Vanishing Differences?” demonstrates that both
economic and cultural factors simultaneously drive product sales in international markets

(845). To examine what factor influenced the rise of K-vampires, this chapter proposes
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that first, the vampire is a cultural product imported into South Korea; and second, that
economic and cultural factors both simultaneously influence the consumption and
reproduction of vampires in film. The shift in the economic condition and position of
South Korea makes consumers more prone to purchasing the cultural product. In
addition, the nature of the foreign vampire makes it inevitable for national producers to
localize it with the intention of familiarizing it to the product-consuming population,

which ultimately sets the market success.

Economic Relevance and Impact

Looking at the phenomenon of the rise of K-vampires in Korea through an
economic lens allows the examination of the spectacle from a macro perspective. What is
the economic significance of the consumption of imported vampire products in Korea?
Studies on the economic side have steadily suggested that developed countries tend to
consume global products more than developing countries due to the former’s greater
purchasing power (Lizardo 486). This is a rational theory as consumers with a certain
level of income will be more prone to purchase and appreciate cultural products than
those who are hustling day-to-day, who will find cultural acquisition an unnecessary
luxury over basic needs such as food and shelter. David A. Griffith, in his journal article
“Country-Level Performance of New Experience Products in a Global Rollout: The
Moderating Effects of Economic Wealth and National Culture,” adds further weight to
this theory by using national economic wealth as a moderator for the relationship
between product sales and the number of countries for product introduction. He suggests
that national GDP plays a significant role in determining the acquisition, hence success,

of global product sales in the product-consuming country. Consequently, examining
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South Korea’s GDP provides insight to the nation’s acquisition of global cultural

products, namely, the vampire in film.

GDP (current US$) - Korea, Rep.
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Figure 5 South Korea’s GPD from 1960 to 2023 from The World Bank Open Data.

The graph shows a gradual growth of GDP in South Korea from 1960 to the
present (2023). There is a sluggish growth between the years of 1960 and 1980—still
recovering from the Korean war (1950-1953); a sudden leap and fall between 1980 and
2000—the IMF crisis of 1997; a peak, drop, and recovery between 2001 and 2011—
global financial crisis in 2008; and a steady growth from 2011. What does the shift in
economic condition and position tell us about the changes in consumer behavior in

cultural products, specifically the purchase of vampire-related products in Korea?
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While there were routes to trading international films unofficially and at a
personal level, Dan Curtis’s Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1974) is known to be one of the first
vampire-films officially screened in Korean box office cinema in 1974. The following
year Dracula A.D. 1972 (1972) directed by Alan Gibson was screened in 1975.
Unfortunately, the statistics on the cumulative sales for the two films are not registered in
the Korean Film Council (KOFIC), a government-owned organization dedicated to
promoting and supporting the country’s film industry including funding, education, and
international promotion. However, there is some applicable data on a film that was
screened two years later, which could shed light on a significant finding: Dracula (1958),
directed by Terence Fisher, in 1977.

A total of 405 tickets were sold, making a sales profit of approximately 830,000
or $640—converted to today’s currency rate (KOFIC: Korean Film Council). Relatively
speaking, this is a low figure compared to the success the film had in Europe and the
United States. In addition, the results were exceptionally lower than a melo/romance film
that was released the same year: GyeoUlYeoja “Winter Woman” (Kim Hosun 1977),
which made a record sale of 586,147 tickets, making 14 times the sales profit of Fisher’s
vampire film—W12,442,000 or approximately $9,300 (KOFIC). One can make two
scholarly speculations with this data: 1) considering the economic status of South Korea
during the time, not many people would have been able to enjoy the luxury of going to
the movies, and the 405 that watched Dracula were likely families and relatives of high
government officials, elites, and members of the bourgeoisie; and 2) the imported film
was culturally too foreign for Korean people to understand and appreciate—an idea

examined in Chapter Two.
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At the time of the release of both movies (Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Dracula
A.D.1972), ticket prices ranged from ¥200 to 400 or $0.15 to 0.22 while the GDP per
capita in 1974 and 1975 were $563 and $617 respectively (macrotrends.net). As the
economy slowly begins to grow in the 1980s (GDP per capita growing from $1,715 to
$5,817), respective growth in (foreign) vampire films is also observed in the Korean box
office. After the first vampire film in 1974, there are others: Dracula (John Badham
1979, 1986), Mr. Vampire (Ricky Lau 1987), Hello Dracula (Chung-Hsing Chao 1988,
1988), Dracula’s Widow (Christopher Coppola 1988, 1988), and the list goes on.
Shockingly, a total of 21 vampire-related films were screened in just three consecutive
years: 1986, 1987, 1988, fifteen of which were products of Hong Kong (KOFIC).

How does the shift in the national income impact Korean consumers’ preference
and acquisition of cultural products? Moon, Mishra, and Kang suggest that there is a
change in consumer attitudes towards global products based on the state’s GDP:

First, when the economic development status of the product-consuming
country is low, few consumers have enough discretionary income to enjoy
global entertainment products...[However,] as per capita GDP increases
from low to medium, consumers begin to use their discretionary income to
buy global products from developed countries that are considered to be
premium products in a medium-GDP country. (80)

I concur with Moon’s theory on consumer behavioral changes based on the
nation’s economic development status. In order to test Moon’s theory of altering
consumer behaviors as per capita GDP increases, the classification of income must first
be made. Using the UN’s classification of income and developmental stages, Korea can
be classified as a low-income (underdeveloped) state between the years 1960 to 2006—

GDP below $1,035; middle-income (developing) state from 2006 to 2012—GDP

between $1,036 and $12,615; high-income (developed) state from 2013—more than
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$12,615 (UN.org). Moon’s theory of altering consumer behaviors based on the state’s
GDP can be applied to South Korea’s acceptance of and fascination with the vampire
product shown by the meager figures in watching foreign vampire-related films between
1960 to 1990. Low incomers with limited resources stay away from the unknown.

As Korea evolved through the second millennium with a significant increase in
the national GDP, the general public’s fascination over global products also increases. At
this stage, “the domestic industries of [South Korea are] not developed enough to offer
high-quality homemade local alternatives that can compete effectively against
comparable premium global products” (80), while the urge to consume foreign products
peaks. The import of vampire films becomes immediately obvious when we see an
overflow of them from Hong Kong, Japan, and the United States in South Korea. In
addition, the ratio of international films screened in South Korea exceeds that of the
nationally-produced films.

What happens from 2013 is the essence of what this Chapter hopes to reveal. As
Xiaoling Guo argues in his article, “Living in a Global World: Influence of Consumer
Global Orientation on Attitudes Toward Global Brands from Developed Versus
Emerging Countries,” as the GDP further increases from medium to high, a decrease in
global product sales is expected because “product-consuming countries can generate
high-quality products that can effectively compete with global products” (1). Perhaps this
scholarly speculation explains why so many vampire-related motion pictures (Blood,
Orange Marmalade, and A Scholar Who Walks the Night) were screened in South Korea

in the same year of 2015.
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Cultural Relevance and Impact

Looking at the phenomenon through a cultural lens allows the examination of the
spectacle from a micro perspective—the essence of this Chapter. Cross-cultural studies
have focused on Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory to explain how individuals from
diverse cultures perceive and engage with one another through the evaluation of six
dimensions (power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism-collectivism,
masculinity-femininity, and short vs. long-term orientation). In addition, studies on the
cultural side have also suggested as an explanation Cultural Discount theory (CD), in
which individuals dismiss certain cultural products if they are unfamiliar with or do not
identify with the cultural context, to show that a large cultural distance between the
product-producing and product-consuming countries may “decrease the sales of the
global product because consumers in the product-consuming country cannot appreciate
the product’s cultural content” (Thompson 188). This theory supports the second
speculation—the imported film was culturally too foreign for Korean people to
understand and appreciate—as to why Terence Fisher’s Dracula screened in 1977, sold
a scarce total of 405 tickets.

Scholars of cultural economics strain to answer what cultural factors influence
consumers’ cultural acquisition behavior and attitude. On the one hand, scholars invoke
cultural imperialism theory to suggest that “consumers passively consume the domiant
culture of their time” (Zhou 41), which would lead to the emergence of a global
consumer with unified preferences. On the other hand, some scholars have also suggested
that local cultures look up to economically advanced countries as cultural leaders and

accept global products (Hoskins 499). Both views suggest that as the economic prosperity
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across countries begin to match up, the lines of cultural differences begin to blur as

countries with diverse cultures continue to accept and adapt to the global, unified culture.

Simultaneous Relevance
The vampire product is permeated and diffused through the cultural experience

(films, motion pictures) that South Korean consumers voluntarily purchase. The current
economic status decides the behavior of purchasing cultural products, and the existing
cultural customs establish the interaction with the newly introduced culture. Thus, | agree
with scholars like Chandrasekaran that both economic and cultural factors simultaneously
play a significant role in the rise of vampire films in Korea. In “The Roles of Cultural
Elements in International Retailing of Cultural Products: An Application to the Motion
Picture Industry,” Reo Song contends:

As the national economy develops, domestic competitors improve

their product quality to compete against imported global products.

Specifically, in regard to cultural products, when improved

domestic products can appeal to local residents with the

customized local culture, they can effectively compete against

even the best-quality global products. (154)
In order for the foreign vampire product to succeed in Korea, a process of customized
alteration must be done to appeal to local residents. This process of customization

decreases the Cultural Distance local consumers feel about the foreign product, gaining a

sense of familiarity; hence, purchasing more and making it a success.
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Glocalizing the Vampire

Roland Robertson first introduced the concept of “glocalization” (a linguistic
hybrid of globalization and localization) to explain how “a product is more likely to
succeed when the product is adapted specifically to each locality or culture that the
product is marketed in” (28). Later, Japanese sociologist Koichi Iwabuchi applied the
same concept to explain increased purchase of certain Japanese products in the global
market. In addition, he introduced the concept of mukokuseki—its literal meaning being
stateless—to further explain the reason for Japanese products to gain global popularity as
being culturally absent or odorless in his book Recentering Globalization. Conversely,
these same concepts can be applied in explaining why the vampire films, a cultural
product, has become popular in Korea by localizing vampire films and dramas.

Sun Jung advances Iwabuchi’s concept of mugukjeok (#& %), which shares the

same Chinese characters and concurs that the mixing of particular cultural elements leads
to their becoming less culturally specific (3). However, she argues that the reason for
certain products to gain global popularity does not lie in mixing odorless cultural
elements, nor does the after-product become completely odorless:
It appears that contemporary South Korean popular culture is
hybridized and influenced by various foreign cultures through
transcultural flows largely facilitated by advanced media
technology and globalization. This hybridity contributes to the
aspect of mugukjeok (non-nationality) in globalized South Korean
popular culture, which is the principal trait that enables South
Korean popular culture to be globally consumed. (3)
The process of blending the vampire figure with one of the five more recognizable

folktale characters (“Kongjwi and Patjwi,” “The Sun and the Moon,” “Arang,” “Janghwa

& Hongryeon,” and “Gumiho,”) so that it carries one or more of the qualities of horror
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(revenge, flashbacks, outcasts, religion and superstition, sexual innocence, sadness)
makes the “imported monster” (233) more compatible with Korean expectations, but also

possesses unique features that draw attention from an international audience.
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Chapter IV.

Korean Vampires—A Case Study

The vampire genre has experienced a notable surge in popularity within South
Korean culture, captivating audiences across various media including film, independent
cinema, and online webtoons. This chapter explores three distinctive narratives—Park
Chan-wook’s Thirst (2009), the independent film Vampire Lives Next Door (2015), and
the webtoon series Bite Sisters (2021)—to examine how each utilizes vampirism as a
narrative device. These works not only reflect the creative ways Korean storytellers have
incorporated vampires into their narratives but also highlight the genre’s ability to
transcend traditional boundaries and resonate with contemporary audiences. Assessing
these narratives across different media is crucial for understanding the multifaceted
appeal of the vampire genre in Korea. While Thirst exemplifies the mainstream film
industry’s exploration of vampires as a vehicle for complex character studies and societal
critique, Vampire Lives Next Door offers the artistic freedom and experimental
storytelling found in independent cinema. On the other hand, Bite Sisters illustrates how

webtoons have adapted supernatural themes to engage a digitally savvy audience.

This case study on the use of vampires in Korean narratives aims to shed light on
the inevitable incorporation of vampirism into Korean storytelling and its broader
implications. By delving into these narratives across film, independent cinema, and
webtoon, this study will demonstrate how vampires serve as allegories for social,
political, and psychological transitions in South Korea. Through their supernatural

elements, these narratives often symbolize societal anxieties, such as the tensions
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between tradition and modernity, the struggle for individual autonomy amidst societal
expectations, and the exploration of taboo desires. Moreover, by analyzing how vampires
are portrayed in these diverse media, we can discern recurring themes and motifs that
reflect the cultural zeitgeist and evolving attitudes towards identity, power dynamics, and
interpersonal relationships in Korean society. Ultimately, this exploration will provide a
comprehensive understanding of why vampires have become an indispensable
component of contemporary Korean narratives, illustrating their role as mirrors of

societal change and catalysts for deeper cultural introspection.

Film—Thirst (2009)

While the earliest vampire movie made in South Korea was The Female Blood-
Sucking Ghost of the Night (Heophyulgwi Ya-nyeo, 1981), seven years after Dan Curtis’s
Bram Stocker’s Dracula (1974) was screened in national cinema, the vampire genre was
not revisited regularly in South Korean cinema until the 21% century. The film Thirst
(2009), which won the Jury Prize at the 2009 Cannes Film Festival, produced and
directed by a Korean filmmaker, Park Chan-wook, is arguably a key factor that
contributed to the peak of the vampire phenomenon in Korea. Despite some criticism that
Park’s use of the vampire genre in his film aimed to capitalize on the “West-centered
global appeal of vampire stories” (Kim 297) for international recognition, it is undeniable
that the popularity of the vampire genre in Korea increased dramatically following the
release of his film. Numerous movies, dramas, and TV shows featuring vampires were to
be released in subsequent years—Vampire Prosecutor 1-2 (OCN 2011 and 2012),

Vampire Idol (MBN 2011-2012), You Are My Vampire (Lee 2014), Blood (KBS 2015),
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Vampire Detective (OCN 2016), Beautiful Vampire (2018)—to name a few. Despite

being the catalyst for this trend, the film faced considerable criticism in Korea at the time.

In Transnational and Postcolonial Vampires, Ken Gelder contends that Park’s
vampire film “doesn’t seem to have any local political referent and is much more difficult
to identify as a national allegory” (98). Kim Soyoung seems to offer a similar critique,
stating that “Thirst appears to be a film entirely without explicit indexical references to
the dire, emergent problems of the local,” criticizing Park’s generic appropriation of
vampire stories that fall short of addressing local issues. She goes on to criticize the film,
stating that it “appears to have borrowed trouble from elsewhere as if hell in the here-
and-now was not enough to cope with. And it seems to offer itself as a generic vampire
film with little elaboration of cultural translation” (297). However, she contradicts herself
by assessing two other Korean films—Mother (2009) and The Housemaid (2010)—along
with Thirst, suggesting that all three films “display intriguing forms of care labor” (296)
through female characters, which ironically highlights a significant local issue. In South
Korean society, the role of women in household care work is deeply influenced by
traditional gender norms and societal expectations that are deeply rooted from Confucian
ideals, which have been prevalent since the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1897). Despite
significant economic and social changes over the past few decades, these traditional roles
continue to shape the daily lives of many women, often leading to unhappy marriages or

a reluctance to marry at all.
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Escaping Societal Expectations

The young housewife, Tae-ju (played by Kim Okbin), leads a life similar to that
of an average housemaid. “Fed and raised like a puppy” by Mrs. Ra since three, Tae-ju is
frequently mistreated by her mother-in-law, who would slap her for not promptly
changing her husband’s hot water warmer or making her cook while the rest of the family
members and friends play mahjong. Although these scenes are perhaps exaggerated for
cinematic purposes, they nevertheless effectively depict gender stereotypes, societal
expectations, and conflicts between in-laws in South Korea. These so-called “hell in the
here-and-now” have been ingrained in the punishingly patriarchal society where these
conditions have long been largely overlooked in academic research, leaving arts and
literature as the sole window of opportunity to gain insight into these local issues. Cho
Nam-Joo portrays the effect of these demoralizing treatments through her female
protagonist in her international bestseller novel, Kim JiYoung, Born 1982 (2016), giving
an accurate glimpse of the state of gender norms and the psychological distress felt by

Korean women. The book, though fiction, uses real-life examples and data:

South Korea’s gender wage gap is the widest in the developed
world, by a long shot; women make 63 cents to a man’s dollar.
Despite being highly educated, about half its working-age women
stay home, something the US hasn’t seen since the early 1980s.
And harsh stigmas exist around menstruation, pregnancy and
childbirth. (Hu)

In Thirst, Tae-ju’s role as a wife is likewise strictly limited to taking care of her mentally
and physically fragile husband and helping her mother-in-law with her hanbok
(traditional clothing) shop. As if to accept her fate as a dutiful wife and daughter-in-law,
she provides care work all day and runs out on barefoot at night “to escape from this

hell”—the kind Cho wished to explore in her book as well. When Tae-ju declares that she
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would “rather become a vampire than a housemaid,” she is indeed whispering escape.

Her metamorphosis, then, is her only way out.

Morphing into the Worse, or Better

In Franz Kafka’s novella The Metamorphosis, the protagonist Gregor Samsa’s
transformation into a bug serves to explore themes of alienation, identity, and the human
condition. Kafka delves into how Gregor’s physical metamorphosis exacerbates his
already strained relationships with his family and society, ultimately highlighting his
profound sense of isolation and dehumanization. The transformation is a metaphor for
Gregor’s perceived worthlessness and the existential crisis that ensues when one’s
identity and purpose are obliterated. Similarly, Kim Ji-young faces challenges and
discrimination that questions her identity and human condition when an older lady
criticizes her by calling her “mamchung.” The term mamchung is a portmanteau of the
English word mom and the Korean word chung for insect or pest—a derogatory term to
demean certain behaviors of mothers. Shockingly, Ji-young is criticized for having the
audacity to enjoy a cup of coffee while nursing her baby at a coffee shop. The incident
exemplifies the societal judgment and pressure Korean mothers face, reinforcing Ji-
young’s sense of isolation and the internal conflict she experiences as she navigates her
role as a mother in a society with rigid expectations and harsh scrutiny. When Ji-young’s
husband, her sole source of support, proves powerless in the face of the challenges she
faces, one inevitably wonders: If even a man struggles to navigate in a man’s world, how

do we expect a woman like Ji-young to endure without going completely mad?
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In Thirst, it is Sang-hyun who ultimately kills Tae-ju and transforms her into a
vampire, driven by his profound sense of guilt and lingering moral principles as a priest.
Immediately, she experiences liberation from her oppressive life as a submissive
housewife, where her supernatural power allows her to confront the constraints that were
imposed on her by her traditional role. Despite lying about her husband’s abuse to gain
Sang-hyun’s attention, Tae-ju exhibits a child-like excitement and lively attitude after her
transformation into a vampire, reflecting her true happiness. Ironically, to some extent
her change elicits sympathy and relief. The stark contrast between her human and
vampire personas prompts one to question whether her transformation is indeed an
improvement in her life. Once transformed, she now needs to rely on the care (that is,
blood) of others to survive, which is a direct reversal of her initial role as the caregiver. If
becoming a vampire is the only way to break free from the repressed desires and the

external forces that confine her, perhaps the viewer can be happy for her.

Independent Film—The Vampire Lives Next Door to Us (2015)

Independent film in South Korea began to gain traction in the late 1990s,
particularly after the 1996 enactment of the “Promotion of the Motion Pictures and Video
Products Act,” which aimed to support diverse filmmaking. The significance of this
movement lies in its ability to challenge the mainstream commercial cinema dominated
by large studios, offering fresh perspectives and narratives often overlooked in
commercial films. Im Sang-so0’s decision to use independent film to explore his
cinematic and social perspectives on the Sewol Ferry incident in The Vampire Lives Next
Door to Us can be regarded as a wise and artful choice. Since independent cinema

provides the creative freedom to tackle sensitive and complex subjects without the
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constraints often imposed by conventional commercial films, Im has the flexibility to
delve deeply into the emotional and social ramifications of the tragedy, addressing
themes of loss, guilt, and societal failure. Furthermore, by employing the vampire figure,
which is also an unconventional monster in Korea, Im can engage a more critical and
reflective audience, fostering a dialogue about the broader implications of the Sewol

Ferry disaster and its impact on Korean society.

The film begins with a young girl drowning in deep water—a dream dreamt by
the vampire, Han Chang-Ho, waking up shivering and saying “it’s ominous.” The
supposedly cold-blooded being exclaims in annoyance about being “too damn cold,”
arousing some questions about the nature of this particular vampire, perhaps
foreshadowing the events that are soon to unravel—something too cold even for the
vampire to bear. The film is set in a morgue, a home for Chang-Ho, who seems to have
worked here since his death on April 27", 1998 (the audience later discovers that he, too,
was a victim of an unknown death). As he looks out the window, he sees a body being
carried out of the ambulance and asks himself: “What kind of innocent person will be
brought in today?” Instantly, one makes a reasonable speculation that this could very well
be an Arang-style narrative in which the magistrate helps resolve the dead’s han or
misery—except this time, the magistrate is a vampire, an unusual and questionable twist.
One cannot help but question: Why is the magistrate a vampire? Because stereotypically,
the magistrate is a righteous man (or woman), who consoles the wrongfully treated spirit
that refuses to go to the next-world. Chang-ho, in his black tuxedo, respectfully holds a
white chrysanthemum that symbolizes grief and lamentation in the Korean culture and

awaits his Arang.
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The Unknown

As the cadaver is brought in, Chang-ho recognizes the soaked body and one of the
morgue workers explains that it has “just been fished up from the deep sea.” Though
speculations can already be made by the apparent school uniform and the wet corpse, it is
not until Chang-ho wakes the girl by turning her into a vampire that it becomes clear that
she is a victim of the Sewol Ferry incident. On April 16, 2016, a ferry carrying 476
passengers—324 being minors—from Incheon to Jeju-island sank, killing a total of 304
people. The whole country was in deep sorrow when this tragic event took away the lives
of so many innocent students, who were going on a school trip to Jeju-island from

Danwon High School. The causes of the disaster are not yet clearly known to this day.

In early Western literature, authors often employed vampires to portray the fear
of the unknown associated with the East that stemmed from Western perceptions of
Eastern cultures as mysterious, exotic, and sometimes threatening. By depicting vampires
as originating from the East or having Eastern origins, authors tapped into these cultural
anxieties and used them to create compelling narratives. Here, we have a reversed role in
which the vampire stands witness to an actual tragic event that is unresolved,
unthinkable, and menacing—one that makes even him shiver. The fact that the Sewol
Ferry incident was such an unprecedented event that left the entire country aghast,
perhaps leaves only the foreign monster to be able to respond to the spirit that was

wrongfully treated. Everybody that should have responded to the tragedy did not.
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Avoidance of Responsibility

As Chang-ho removes the sheets, the audience sees a young high-school student
in her school uniform, Nami, who hasn’t even closed her eyes—a kind of death often
used to symbolize unfair or wrongful death. The “poor baby,” as one of the morgue
workers explains, is unable to close her eyes in spite of all the efforts that were made.
What made this poor child unable to close her eyes? Who had wronged her? While the
causes for the ship sinking and the loss of so many lives are not clearly known,
investigators and experts have pointed out several possibilities: a fatal turn during its
course, inadequate communication between offices, insufficient amount of ballast than
required (Ha 178), overloading of cargo and passengers, the failure of the initial response
by the government, the “lack of professionalism and negligence of duty on the part of the
ferry captain and some crew members in response to the emergency, and most crucially,
the untimely and ineffective rescue operations led by the Korea Cost Guard” (Jin 221).
Theoretically, everyone failed to fulfill their role in their position. Family members who
heard the news of the Sewol Ferry incident were “in rage running down to Jindo harbor
without knowing who to blame” (178). The two morgue workers, as if to mimic the
frustration of the victim’s family complain to Chang-Ho to “do something,” exclaiming,
“gaettong bat-e gulleodo iseung-i johda”—that it is better to live than to die, even if you

live a lowly and difficult life, perhaps like that of a vampire.

When Chang-Ho is alone with the cadaver, a phone rings—a message from the
deceased mother—telling her daughter not to die, that she doesn’t believe what people
have told her. The phone, then, replies on its own, typing: no worries mom, I 'm all good!

| can’t wait to go back home and eat dinner with you. This is a peculiar (and my personal
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favorite) scene where two forms of ghostly figures are portrayed at once: a foreign
vampire confronting a national spiritual ghost. Chang-Ho, the vampire, is even scared by
Nami’s bold attitude. What is even more fascinating is that Nami wants to become a
vampire when both are literally lifeless figures. Why does she want to transform into a
different ghost when she is clearly already one herself? What is so appealing about
becoming a vampire? Chang-Ho, who is just as confused, asks Nami, “So you also think
that it’s better to live a devil in this world than to die in heaven? Like me?” while
showing his two fangs. Nami is adamant about wanting to live and he agrees that she
should live instead of him. Chang-Ho, who acts as the magistrate in this Arang narrative,
resolves the han of Nami’s spirit by waking her up in her own body. Chang-Ho sacrifices
his (vampiric) life for Nami—something that comes as impressive and even poignant as
the vampire gives up his life for the poor high school student when the rest of the
officials related to the rescue operations of the Sewol Ferry accident avoided taking any

form of responsibility to saving innocent lives.

51



Figure 6 Park Ji-Sung and Park So-Dam in Vampire Lives Next Door (2015).

Chang-Ho consolves Nami, who wakes up distressed and out of breath. Panting, she
cries: “They kept telling us to stay put inside the ship. So we all stayed and waited.
Finally we saw the rescuers coming outside the window and they saw us too, but soon
they turned their back on us and left the ship like that. We said ‘Help! Help us! Rescue
us! Take us with you!” but they abandoned us. Bad. They 're so bad.”
Reliance on New Information Resources

Besides bureaucratic accountabilities that were not met, there was another
organization that failed to meet its ethical responsibility—the media. Upon reporting of
the Sewol Ferry accident, mainstream television media reported that all of the passengers
were rescued. However, this turned out to be a false report and people were in shock and
disbelief as they watched the tally of “Total number of people rescued” on the TV screen
diminish one by one. People were frustrated by the lack of accuracy and protocol that
journalists and news broadcasters exhibited in national mainstream media. News
reporters were busy seeking striking and/or tragic narratives for their stories, overlooking

their responsibility as truth seekers or meeting any journalistic due diligence—it was a

complete chaos. At one point, a female con artist appeared on numerous mainstream
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television news channels, fabricating rescue efforts and thereby polarizing the
government and the citizens. The whole nation watched her lie and were troubled and
distressed. When Ms. Hong Ga-Hye was finally revealed as a fraud, the entire nation

subsequently “distrusted the mass media and national system” (Shin 2).

What rose in replacement of traditional news was news on social media. More
people began relying on personal feeds from social media like Instagram where
individuals posted live broadcasts that were unfiltered and raw. The lack of narratives in
these personal live broadcasts made it more approachable to people as they became
weary of the provocative tales mainstream media incorporated in their reports. In
addition, “social media users were more likely to participate in civic actions than network
TV users and newspaper users” (Kim 479). In her article, “How do social media affect
people’s compassion and civic action?” Jeehyun Kim explores whether the divided
feelings and actions regarding the Sewol Ferry disaster are associated with the types of
media individuals rely on to get news and information about the disaster (470). Perhaps

that is exactly what Korea needed—a new outlet for expression, a foreign monster.

Compassion and Immortality

In The Vampire Lives Next Door to Us, while taking a nap, Nami dreams of
becoming a giant and raising “that sinking ship (Sewol Ferry)” and expresses her relief.
Though it is only a dream, to some extent it helps her heal. Seeing this, Han does a little
magic trick and opens a door in the morgue, releasing a body that has been there for
seventeen years because “his family couldn’t accept the military inquest with many

suspicious points. Bitterly resentful, they couldn’t hold the funeral until the whole truth
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came out.” Nami, the new-born vampire, feels sympathetic towards the corpse. She lies
next to him and Kkisses him, realizing that he was the one that gave her immortality. We
then see a teardrop running down the corpse’s eye. The film ends with Nami biting into
the body, but we are not sure if she turns him into a vampire, again, or just devours him.
Perhaps what everyone, especially the bereaved families, wanted was for people to
remember—for the government to learn and change. And if vampires are what it takes for

that incident to be remembered, so be it.

Online Webtoon—RBite Sisters (2021)

South Korean webtoon dramas, typically aired on platforms like YouTube and
Naver, have gained significant popularity over recent years. These dramas are based on
webtoons, which are digital comics or graphic novels originating from South Korea. They
began to gain traction around the mid-2010s, with the rise of digital media consumption.
The fact that vampires have appeared in Korean webtoon dramas as main characters
illustrates the popularity and spread of the vampire phenomenon in Korea. Han Ga-
Ram’s Bite Sisters (2021) is a webtoon drama series aired on YouTube on October 19,
2021 with a total of ten episodes. What is interesting to note is that a fashion corporate,
Handsome, produced this web drama on its YouTube channel, Put Your Handsome,
which creates fashion-related entertainment and drama content. While the channel is
known for its fashion and beauty tip clips, Bite Sisters goes beyond to explore the social,
economic, political, and even philosophical transitions of South Korea—portrayed

through the use of vampires.
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The drama sets off during the Gyeonseong era, the name given to Seoul during
the period of Japanese rule over Korea, which lasted from 1910 to 1945. This name
change was part of the Japanese government’s efforts to assimilate Korea into the
Japanese Empire and erase Korean identity and culture. Han Ina, Kim Misook, and Lee
Jiyeon, the female vampires in the series, witness a young girl being harassed by a
Japanese soldier and decide to step in. Once finishing the soldier, the three walk into their
clothing store, called, “Bite Sisters”—from which the drama takes its name—where the
time period changes to modern-day Seoul. As Misook enjoys her tea made of synthetic
blood, Ina confesses about her boring life, complaining about why people these days are
only moderately bad. “They have to be blatantly bad for me to bite,” adds Ina. For
someone who enjoys living close to people and listening to their tiring stories, the
modern 21% century has cut Ina off from the world both socially and economically—a
common phenomenon experienced by Boomers Il in South Korea, who are now in their

late 50s and 60s.

The Aging Society

Ina continues to express her boredom to Jiyeon, who is the youngest vampire of
the three, who has adapted accordingly to the changing world, and is currently working at
a design company as a manager. When Ina jokingly suggests that she will follow Jiyeon
to her company, Jiyeon replies, “If you want to interact with people, do social media
instead of making creepy comments about wanting to follow me to work.” This
comment, made to arouse laughter, also provokes a sense of dejection and shame

depending on the age group of the audience.
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South Korea is currently facing heightened issues with an aging society. Karen
Eggleston indicates the total dependency ratio as a useful index of aging society in which
trends “beg[in] with fertility decline and then progressed with subsequent mortality
decline” (4). While the birth rate in Korea is 0.77, the current life expectancy at the
moment is 82.7 (KOSIS). In 2050, South Korea is expected to become the second-oldest
country in the world (Leatherby). In spite of these frightening numbers and predictions,
“South Korean lawmakers have not seriously considered tax-based financing for LTC
(long-term care),” leaving the elderly population restless (Kwon 113). Due to different
variables that lead to unstable financial standings, not to mention inflation, many retired
(retirement age being 65) elders are required to continue working. However, this
phenomenon is confronted with “public programmes and workplace arrangement[s] that
favour earlier and abrupt retirement,” reflected in Jiyeon’s insensitive comment about
seeing Ina in her company as a creepy thought (OECD 13). What would be creepier?

Working with a vampire? Or working with an elderly?

Jiyeon continues to belittle Ina about her archaic ways. When Ina exhibits her
oblivion to social media using her smart phone, Jiyeon, instead of helping Ina, scolds her
by saying, “Just admit it now! Ina Han is now a thousand-year-old fossil! You can’t keep
up with the times because you’re stuck in the corner of your room. Who cares if you look
the youngest? Your way of thinking is the same as it was a hundred years ago.” This
scene dramatizers the current discomfort with digital devices faced by the elderlies of our
society. In a survey conducted by the Korean Consumer Agency in 2022, 53.6% of the
500 respondents in their 60s or older responded that they face difficultly operating kiosks

(KCA). Many seniors experience being trapped in a digital prison because they cannot
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operate the automatic payment machines or reserve movie tickets using smartphones, and
S0 give up enjoying cultural activities entirely (Yang Yeon-ho). While all aspects of daily
life, from document issuance to food ordering and bank account management, are rapidly
becoming digital in Korea, government support or education in this field remain
insufficient. What is even more disheartening is that those closest to them often seem the
most unaware or ignorant of their struggles. Ena, hoping to break free from the digital
prison and reconnect with the world, makes an account on social media by herself and

uploads her selfie.

The Duality of Social Media

Being the stunning vampire she is, Ina gets a million followers overnight with one
selfie and an article is written about her fame. In a pool of admirations and praises of her
beauty, Ina finds an unpleasant comment denouncing her photo and criticizing her as a
fraud. “You disgust me. Do you think you’re something now that you have a million
followers? It’s so obvious you photoshopped your face,” goes the commenter. Ina,
secretly enjoying the interaction she craves, confidently invites the commenter to her
store. A young lady in her twenties cautiously sets foot on the store and leaves instantly,
exhibiting signs of distress and envy after seeing the actual beauty of Ina with her own
two eyes. It is soon revealed that the girl was once a popular influencer who achieved
fame by uploading photoshopped photos of herself. However, when a close friend
exposes her by revealing a filterless photograph, her fans promptly cancel and criticize

her. This, in many respects, draws a compelling parallel with the duality of vampires.
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Figure 7 The once-popular influencer confesses to Ina that she had hoped Ina to be fake,

too, in Episode 2 of Bite Sisters (2021).

The duality of vampires reflects broader cultural and psychological themes in
literature and film as they often symbolize the tension between rationality and primal
instincts, and the struggle between individualism and societal norms. For instance, while
vampires often represent eternal youth and beauty, immortality is likewise depicted as a
curse, trapping them in a static, unchanging existence that can lead to existential despair,
loneliness, and a sense of damnation—as can be seen in the case of Misook, who
frequently questions her existence. In this scene, the once-popular-influencer explores the
fate and duality of the photoshopped individual that invoked a variety of social media
issues pertaining to lookism, cyberbullying, and social surveillance. Alice Marwick terms
social surveillance as a reciprocal engagement between viewer and publisher in an online
platform whereby individuals examine the content uploaded by others and critically

examine their own posts from other people’s point of view. Through this practice, people
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come to “formulate a view of what is normal, accepted, or unaccepted in their
community” (384). The end result is that comparisons made with others on social media
result in dissatisfaction with one’s own body and appearance. The young lady, then, is a
victim of cyberbullying. She only adhered to people’s demands of wanting to see more
beautiful images of her, praised her for her beauty when she did and wanted more, but
turned into her enemies when they saw the real person. Ina also criticizes the societal
changes in the definition of beauty—raising the viewer’s awareness of the fickle nature

of humans that stir meaningless competition among ourselves.

Ongoing Labor and Over-heated Competition

Although her life had virtually ended when she turned into a vampire some eight-
hundred years ago, Jiyeon continues to fulfill her duties as a human being, working as a
manager at a design company. In episode 8, Jiyeon confesses that “the end of human life
did not mean the end to [her] labor,” which reminds us of the slightly bitter reality of
South Korean labor and competition. Why should a proud vampire like herself, who “can
move a hundred meters in the blink of an eye” continue to keep a job that requires her to
“take each step at a time, and this small, insignificant act that requires quite precise
movements and is even more cumbersome” to her? (Episode 8). Jiyeon’s continued
employment even after turning into a vampire showcases the continued duty of labor led
by the heightened competition in Korea. In South Korea, even the vain almost-a-
thousand-year-old vampire has to compete and equally work to keep up with the fast-
paced society because otherwise, she will quickly be left behind or forgotten. Then,
Jiyeon’s employment is not simply pursuing her passions in the arts and design—she is

competing for life. Even the seemingly invincible vampires, who appear immune to
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emotional vulnerability, struggle with complex social dynamics, experiencing envy and

jealousy simultaneously within Korean society.

While Jiyeon is admired by her junior colleagues, she is loathed and envied by her
colleagues, especially by Mr. Choi. He admits, “When I see a person who is so
outstanding, I don’t want to admit it. That kind of ability is like a social evil that should
not exist in the world” (Episode 6). Episode 6 is devoted to Jiyeon and her work. The
episode opens with a narration by her junior colleague who describes Jiyeon as a nan-
nyeon, which is derived from the expression nan-sa-ram to refer to a person who is
noticeably better than others (Naver Dictionary). The pronoun nyeon is notable as it is a
derogatory term for woman. Hence, while Mr. Choi admits Jiyeon’s standout qualities, he
is at the same time condemning her. Such work behavior is not uncommon in
contemporary South Korea. A professor of psychology at Dankook University gives an
explanation to this phenomenon, stating that “negative tendencies appear to be a
prominent result amid comparative pressure in the process of compressed growth” in
South Korea (Park). Indeed, Mr. Choi's jealousy towards Jiyeon’s performance at work
highlights a societal issue where colleagues feel envy and are overwhelmed by high

achievers.

Due to the heightened tension caused by competition in Korea, people often
lament the living conditions in South Korea, describing life there as demanding, complex,
and exhausting. According to the 2022 World Happiness Report of the UN Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN), Koreans’ subjective happiness score was 5.95
out of 10, ranking the 57" in the world. It ranked 35th among 38 countries in the

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Kim Seok-ho, a
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professor at Seoul National University contends that “National pride increases when
people believe that the policies and systems that guarantee the individual’s life and
socioeconomic conditions are based on trust in the policies and systems that the
government operates in a transparent manner,” adding, “In the end, it is a matter of
restoring social trust” (Park). An intriguing question arises as to whether Jiyeon chose to
work or if Korean society compels individuals into an environment of intense
competition. Director Han skillfully utilizes the vampire figure to examine this dilemma,
as the vampire’s timeless perspective underscores the struggle for relevance in a fast-
paced society, illustrating how societal expectations can foster emotional distance.
Furthermore, the vampire’s duality—straddling the human and supernatural realms—
reflects the internal conflict individuals experience in balancing personal aspirations with
competitive pressures. This compelling metaphor provides a critical lens through which

to explore the ethics of ambition and the sacrifices involved in the pursuit of success.
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Chapter V.

Conclusion

In his book Reading the Popular, John Fiske states that popular culture is “made
from within and below, not imposed from without or above as mass cultural theorists
would have it. There is always an element of popular culture that lies outside social
control, that escapes or opposes hegemonic forces,” suggesting that consumers engage in
a liberal act by creating their own meanings from the products they consume (2). He
further contends that popular culture is more about the meanings people derive from it
than the products themselves, emphasizing the importance of meaning over the product.
As | have argued in Chapter 111 of this thesis, the vampire is a cultural product that was
imported to South Korea. The vampire genre transcends borders, traversing cultural
landscapes as a transnational product that adapts and evolves within new contexts.

This thesis has sought to unravel the origins of vampiric narratives within Korean
cinema, with a specific focus on identifying the inaugural national vampire film. Through
a historical analysis grounded in archival research and contextual inquiry, the study has
illuminated the socio-cultural factors, artistic innovations, and thematic preoccupations
that precipitated the rise of vampiric motifs within the Korean cinematic landscape. As
demonstrated here, South Korea’s embrace of cinematic vampirism reflects not only a
reception of Western influences but also a creative reimagining rooted in local narratives
and societal concerns. The importation of the vampire genre into Korean cinema,
webtoons, and independent films exemplifies how genres can serve as vehicles for
cultural exchange and reinterpretation, resonating with audiences worldwide while

simultaneously reflecting unique national identities. This dynamic interplay between
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global influences and local adaptations underscores the genre’s enduring relevance and
capacity to provoke meaningful discussions about identity, power dynamics, and societal
values in the evolving landscape of contemporary South Korea.

It is my hope that this study will encourage or provoke other related analyses that
may have until now primarily been relegated to the margins of scholarship. For example,
vampires in various films in Korea have been categorized as “creature(s) of comedy and
romance” and not taken seriously (Ankuta 234). However, through this thesis, | aim to
initiate a new discourse on hybrid vampires in Korean cinema and the impact of
globalization on cultural products, such as genre. Additionally, this thesis seeks to expand
vampire scholarship across Asia and, ultimately, internationally by opening new avenues
for interpreting and analyzing the emergence and significance of vampires in media
culture. As this thesis has demonstrated, the successful importation and acceptance of a
cultural product is not merely coincidental, but rather a result of a series of economic
growth, cultural adaptation, and societal demand for the use of the vampire metaphor.

A future study could investigate how other supernatural genres, such as zombies
or ghosts, are adapted in South Korean media compared to the vampire genre that offers
rich insights into cultural storytelling practices. This study would delve into the cultural,
historical, and social contexts that shape the narratives and popularity of these genres. By
comparing the portrayal of vampires with that of other supernatural beings, researchers
can uncover unique thematic elements specific to each genre. Such a comparative
analysis would not only highlight the distinctiveness of Korean horror and supernatural
fiction but also contribute to a broader understanding of how cultural anxieties and values

are expressed through different supernatural metaphors.
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In addition, more recent releases of vampire narratives, such as Heartbeat (2023)
staring Ok Taec-yeon, present opportunities for continued research. Further studies could
examine how Korean vampire narratives are received and adapted in other countries,
particularly in Western cultures, to provide valuable insights into the global flow of
cultural products and the processes of cultural adaptation. This research would explore
how Korean vampire stories are transformed to fit different cultural contexts, what
elements are retained or altered, and how these adaptations reflect or challenge the
original Korean cultural meanings. A future study could also consider the impact of these
cross-cultural exchanges on both the source and recipient cultures, which my own study

has initiated.
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