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Lee Chang-dong is a Korean novelist, screenwriter,
filmmaker and between 2003 and 2004 was his country’s
Minister of Culture and Tourism. Poetry was his fifth film.  

When I first thought of the character Mija I wrote her down as
‘Wearing a hat and a fancy scarf, she looks like a girl going
on a picnic’. The description ‘like a girl’ was important in
showing her character. She may be an old lady, but she is
like a little girl inside. She is innocent and naive, like a child
who wonders about everything that the child sees for the first
time. A beauty that goes against time, like a dried flower. An
unrealistic character who still feels and talks like an immature
girl, despite her age. Which are also the characteristics of the
actress Yun Jung-hee. I named the character Mija because I
couldn’t think of any alternatives. Though the name Mija is
old-fashioned and it is not common nowadays, it has the meaning of ‘beauty’ in it. Anyway, Yun Jung-hee’s
real name turned out to be Mija. I didn’t think it was coincidence, but fate. Mija’s past life might not have 
been easy. Maybe she has been abandoned by a man. Maybe her daughter was following in her footsteps.
However, I didn’t want to describe their backgrounds directly to the audience. Rather I wanted the audience
to feel and understand them through their present.”

Yoon Jung-Hee plays Mija, a widow in her sixties, who lives in a cramped apartment outside Seoul. 
Following her divorced daughter’s move to Busan she looks after Wook (David Lee), her surly grandson 
who fritters away his time playing computer games and hanging out at arcades with his fellow teenagers. 
To supplement her meagre government benefits she works as a maid and helps Mr Kang (Kim Hira), a 
combative retiree recovering from a stroke.

Yoon had made her film debut in 1967 and worked until retiring in the mid 90’s.   When Yoon Jung-hee 
was at the peak of her popularity in her career, she won an award at a film festival and went on a car 
parade in downtown Seoul.  She was the biggest star to have graced the history of Korean film, an actress 
who keeps getting scripts even after moving to France and still has a fan club.

She was asked how did director Lee Chang-dong convince you to appear in "Poetry"? 
Yoon: He didn't try to convince me at all.  One day he asked me and my husband (noted pianist Kun-Woo 
Paik - they married in 1974) to have dinner with him and his wife.  So the four of us met, had dinner, and 
went to a coffee shop afterwards.  And there he told me he had something to tell me.  He said he was 
writing a script with me in mind and that he had a heavy heart not telling me about it.  When he told me, my
husband and I were like “Oh!”, we were so happy.  I didn’t ask him what it was about and I did not know 
anything about the story, I just told him I would do it.  You know how kids these days say “It was moving”.  
(laughs) That is exactly how I felt.



When I read the script, I saw that I had to lead over 90 percent of the film
which means I had as much responsibility.  But I really loved the script 
and the role of Mi-ja was so appealing.  I hoped that the audience would 
start dreaming their dreams and live their lives in beauty while watching 
this film.  Of course, some enormous incidents happen in the movie, but 
life doesn’t come with just peaceful and beautiful things, does it?

The film is not a melodrama nor does it contain any suspense or erotic 
elements.  The film required diverse and delicate acting, not an 
extremely strong performance.  And you know how the director likes to 
make films extremely realistically.  From the set design down to every 

little decoration, even the extras had to act naturally, like an ordinary person.  So I needed to work on doing
that kind of acting.  Sometimes I would get an okay sign after one or two takes, but once, when things were
tough, I had to do thirty-five takes.  But there is no such thing as everything running 100 per cent smoothly 
in making a film.  When you are struggling to make a scene work, the joy of finding the solution during the 
process makes you happy, doesn’t it?  It was not easy to act naturally but I had great chemistry with the 
crew and director so it wasn’t painful.  I think we kept on communicating with one another and came up 
with results little by little rather than searching for one right answer.

Regarding the 35 take scene, I had to meet another lady and tell her unpleasant things.  But at that point in
time Mi-ja happens to be very soaked in romanticism and even seems like someone living a fantasy.  Such 
a moment could happen in real life but it could also be very unrealistic, and it was very hard for me to act 
that out naturally like my character would.

That wasn't the case for me. (laugh) Even my acting days weren't glamourous at all. It was the fans who 
made me into a star and in my heart, I didn't even regard myself as a big star. My name is Son Mi-ja and 
there is a reason I made my stage name Yoon Jung-hee. Back then and even now, people think of acting 
as some incredibly fancy profession and I wanted to stay quiet and grounded even when I went into such 
profession. So 'Jeong' stands for tranquility [in Chinese characters] and 'Hee' stands for female. And I 
chose the last name Yoon because I had a friend who was really pretty and kind and her family name was 
Yoon. So I took her name without even asking for her permission. (laugh)
 

Being an actor was not my original dream. It just happened. I originally
wanted to continue studying and become a college professor or a
diplomat. I was going to do it for just five years and then go to the U.S. to
study. But back then, it was the heyday of Korean films and I was able to
shoot all these incredible movies. So it became very hard for me to leave
so I did it for seven years. Then in 1972, I went to Paris with director Shin
Sang-ok to track down a movie and that is when I realized that Paris is
where I should be, not the U.S. I needed to go to Paris, where the
Lumiere brothers made films.”

What makes Poetry so involving is that it’s never clear how the story will be resolved. The abrasions and 
vagaries of Mija’s life might, in another director’s hands, be rendered as melodrama. But Lee’s decision to 
lure Yun out of retirement proves a masterstroke. Dressed in lovely floral dresses that suggest her eye for 
beauty, she pulls off the difficult trick of being both plaintive and purposeful, erratic and strong, self aware 
(of her good looks, of her idiosyncrasies: “I do like flowers and say odd things”), and lost. 

The world she inhabits is crooked, a patriarchy full of misers, bent policemen and cynical businessmen, and
her task is to see how best to navigate it. It’s a world where the cardinal sin is one of not connecting; 
poetry, with its search for similes, its ability to make fleeting moments and quotidian experiences seem of 
huge importance, its capacity to move readers, becomes a potential tool against such disconnection. 

Lee recently said that his work is always informed by the question: “What does it mean to be making films 
at a time when film is dying away?” In its sharp, understated fashion, Poetry offers a memorable answer: 
cinema, dying or not, must aspire to a condition of grace and of humanity. 

Iain McGlashan The printing of the notes by Repropoint 
is undertaken free of charge

15 Poole Road, Woking     
Tel: 01483 596280



This Dementia Awareness Week, 14-20 May, the Alzheimer’s 
Society is asking everyone across England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland to unite against dementia.

Dementia is set to be the 21st century's biggest killer. But 
awareness and understanding remains low and many families are 
facing it alone.

That’s why, during the Week, we want everyone to come together 
and take action. By uniting, we can raise awareness, offer help and 
understanding, improve care and urgently find a cure.

There are plenty of ways you can support the Week and everyone 
can play their part.



Comments and reactions to: Ex Machina
Wonderful and thought provoking!! Mind blowingly good
Creepy and disturbing yet enchanting A great choice for the club
Very surreal – so much for girl power! An intriguing and puzzling film
Clearly, you CAN be too clever for your own good
Enthralling, even when you don't speak the language!
Just right.  Not overdone and therefore really relevant to today
Strange, horrendous, unpleasant, amazing ….............the future?
Maybe a technological bridge too far!  The ultimate double cross
Stunning special effects, in a superbly cerebral “cat and mouse” film
Good entertainment – the suspense was maintained well throughout
Thank you.  An excellent choice.  I didn't understand it all, but I enjoyed it all
My belief that all is possible overrides my appreciation of the film making activity
The most unusual film I've ever seen – clever dialogue, food for thought – excellent acting
Fascinating – intriguing – where is the truth – Are we, the spectators being manipulated 
as well?

Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 6  7 8  9 10 
 ~ ~ 1 3 ~ 3 2 5 12 9 1

No of reaction slips received = 34 Average Score = 7.12
Position Film Average Score

1st Bridge of Spies 8.24
2nd Spotlight 8.17
3rd Suffragette 7.89
4th Brooklyn 7.85
5th Eddie the Eagle 7.79
6th The Good Lie 7.5
7th Lemon Tree 7.35
8th Grandma 7.34
9th Ex Machina 7.12

10th Carol 6.97
11th Trouble in Paradise 6.93
12th Gunfight at the OK Corral 6.9
13th The Big Parade 6.82
14th Hector 6.44
15th Comme Une Image 5.82
16th Mystery Road 4.95

Next on 25 May at about 9.15pm 
(after the AGM) we show 
Closely Observed Trains:

 Winner of the Best Foreign Language Oscar.

Included in Time magazine's list of the 100 best
film of all time

“Foreign film enthusiasts will find plenty of
subversive humor and tragedy in this coming-of-

age tale.”
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