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Myths, Misconceptions and Mappings: Images of Korea, Koreans 

and Korean Americans in American Cinema 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

It goes without saying that American cinema has been instrumental in the construction of a kind 

of historical reality, or perhaps better, illusion.  Since the first movie set was made, those in 

control of this medium knew of its overwhelming efficacy to shape and change the thinking of 

people.  In its very nascent form, even the Bolshevik revolutionary leader V. I. Lenin recognized 

the power of film in transforming the consciousness of the masses. 

 

To paraphrase critic Gina Marchetti, Hollywood films have had a long fascination with images 

of Asia and Asians but with the purpose to shape these images into the mythic “that empowers 

the West and rationalizes Euroamerican authority over the Asian other” (6).1  To add to this, 

historically, Hollywood films produced and directed and acted by Caucasians have always 
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depicted non-white peoples in the way that will benefit the interests of the ruling white capitalist 

class.  That said, there is no wonder that almost all images of Asian and Asian Americans, 

including Koreans and Korean Americans in mainstream American cinema, are, in various 

degrees, racist and class-based misinterpretations.  Marchetti argues that 

 

a serious attempt to appeal directly to the tastes of any specific national audience in Asia never seems to 

have been a significant part of the industry’s marketing strategy.  Rather, Hollywood used Asians, Asian 

Americans, and Pacific Islanders as signifiers of racial otherness to avoid the far more immediate racial 

tensions between blacks and whites or the ambivalent mixture of guilt and enduring hatred toward Native 

American and Hispanics.  (6) 

 

Hollywood images of Asians and Asian Americans, including Koreans and Korean Americans, 

can be seen, arguably, as conditioned by geopolitics, i.e., how the United States had aligned itself 

with other powers and countries of the world at any particular historical period.  Thus, because 

this loosely translates in warfare, as an imperialist response and attempt to settle contradictions 

in the quest for markets and the desire to expand capital, the subject of wars has govern the kinds 

of images that Hollywood would develop for Asians/Koreans.  These images, most times, would 

usually be shaped to benefit the American imperialist point-of-view, and racial stereotypes 

would proliferate boundlessly, though there would be one or two exceptions, for example, the 

surprising positive images provided in King Vidor’s 1952 B-grade movie, Japanese War Bride.  

Though exposure to Asians and in particular Koreans in the early history of American cinema 

was very sparse, there were, however, glimmers, so to speak, of images that can be considered 

positive.  This had to do with the work of three pioneering Asian American actors, Sessue 

                                                                                                                                                             
1
 Romance and the "Yellow Peril": Race, Sex, and Discursive Strategies in 
Hollywood Fiction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 
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Hayakawa, Anna Mae Wong and Philip Ahn, a second-generation Korean American and son of 

An Ch'ang-ho, a celebrated leader of the Korean independence movement.  

 

In more recent times, a small but significant number of Korean Americans and other Asian 

Americans have taken control of the cameras themselves, in terms of producing, directing, 

filming, scoring, acting, and so on.  The images presented, for obvious reasons, have been more 

positive and reflect more multi-dimensional characterizations for Koreans and Korean 

Americans. 

 

America, for its own purposes, has always lumped Chinese, Japanese, Koreans and other Asians 

into one category, as Asians, as slant eyes, as yellow bellies, as gooks, as Chinks, as Japs, for 

whatever the reason.  To the indifferent, unmitigated stereotypical Western eyes, it would seem 

as though all Asians seem to look alike.  With very few exceptions, racist images based on class 

have always been the trademark of mainstream American cinema.  The cinema, being one of the 

most popular forms of culture around, along with music, shaped us all in the way we thought 

about ourselves, about what we were/are.  It also gave us a way to categorize the way things 

were shaping up in the geopolitical realm, i.e., who were our allies, and more importantly, who 

were the enemies of American “democracy.” 

 

Given this overwhelming backdrop of racism in American cinema (witness the overt 

representations in D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation), there were some interesting counter-

images that presented more open interpretions of Asians.  First of all, it must be noted that 

images of Korea and Koreans were non-existent in the early history of American cinema.  At the 



     Pak 4 

turn of the century, with Korea being annexed by Japan, Korea and Koreans, for all intents and 

purposes, did not exist in the geo-political scheme.  In my research, I have found no conclusive 

mention of anything “Korean” during this time.  The historical event that did prompt many 

references and allusions in American cinema was the advent of the Korean conflict. 

 

Nonetheless, one exception to this is the work of Philip Ahn, whose name was mentioned earlier.  

But talking about his role in Hollywood cannot be continued without a discussion of two other 

pioneering Asian American actors whose work laid the basis of for Ahn’s work.2  Despite the 

rampant racism in Hollywood against non-Caucasians, Sessue Hayakawa was a firm Hollywood 

fixture as a matinee idol in the silent film era, and Anna Mae Wong distinguished herself with 

worthy and full-dimensional portrayals of Asian and Asian American characters. 

 

Of the three pioneering Asian American actors, Philip Ahn3 was the most versatile in terms of 

the kinds of roles he played and the duration of his Hollywood career.  As Anna Mae Wong's co-

star and on-screen romantic interest in Daughter of Shanghai (1937), he played perhaps the first 

Asian American FBI agent seen on the screen, a part all the more interesting and ironic since the 

immigration racket is shown to be controlled by Caucasians and broken up by members of the 

very race it exploits.  Ahn, who was the same age as Wong, were high school friends and begun 

his screen career two years earlier, in 1935, than Wong. He was more fortunate, in a way, than 

Wong; never becoming a lead player, Ahn was able to freely accept any part from a major 

                                                 
2
 For the purposes of this paper, a full discussion of the work of both Sessue Hayakawa and Anna Mae Wong will 

not be analyzed here. 
3
 Much of the following information about Ahn is from www.philipahn.com. 

http://www.philipahn.com/
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character role to a bit part, which guaranteed for him steady employment until his death on 

February 28, 1978, in Los Angeles from complications following surgery for lung cancer. 

 

Ahn was born in Los Angeles on March 29, 1905, the son of An Ch'ang-ho, a celebrated leader 

of the Korean independence movement. In an acting career spanning four decades, he became 

one of the best-known Asian American character actors in Hollywood films and on television.  

Ahn grew up in California and was a student at the University of Southern California when he 

began his acting career. His first film role was in Anything Goes with Ethel Merman, Charles 

Ruggles, and Bing Crosby in 1936. He also appeared in three other films released in 1936, 

including The General Died at Dawn with Gary Cooper and Madeleine Carroll.  Ahn is said to 

have appeared in more than 270 character roles in his career. He often acted as Japanese military 

officers in films about World War II, often in very negative portrayals, which is an interesting 

circumstance as his father was a Korean patriot and Korea was still, at the time, in the brutal 

imperialist hold of Japan. 

 

His own favorites among the films in which he appeared were The Story of Dr. Wassell, 

Daughter of Shanghai, Love Is A Many Splendored Thing, and Thoroughly Modern Millie 

 

In the 1970s, Ahn became familiar to television viewers as Master Kan, mentor to David 

Carradine in the series, "Kung Fu." He had earlier had a continuing role in the short-lived 1960s 

series, Mr. Garland.  Ahn also appeared in episodes of familiar series such as "MASH," "Hawaii 

5-0," "Bonanza," "Have Gun--Will Travel," "I Spy," "Man from U.N.C.L.E.," and "Mission 

Impossible," among others. 
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As mentioned above, Ahn was a very versatile actor.  In 106 films, he is credited for portraying 

Japanese, Chinese, Hawaiian, Vietnamese, Burmese as well as Korean characters.  More 

specifically, the breakdown of ethnic characters is Chinese, 61; Japanese, 25; Hawaiian, 3; 

Vietnamese, 2; Burmese, 1; generic Asian, 14; and, surprisingly, Korean, 4. 

 

As suggested from the data above, he was not well known for his portrayals of Korean 

characters, as it was dictated by the Hollywood powers-that-be.  Of the four Korean characters, 

three were connected to the Korean conflict, Battle Zone (1952), Battle Circus (1953) and The 

Great Imposter (1960), where his character is Captain Hun Kim, a Korean army liaison officer 

aboard a Canadian warship, who assists imposter-doctor Fred Demara (portrayed by Tony 

Curtis) as he operates on wounded Korean commandos.  Interestingly, his characterization of Dr. 

Kim in China Sky (1945) is the first time perhaps a Korean character is portrayed in a Hollywood 

film. 

 

INDIRECT IMAGES OF KOREA 

 

There were several films made immediately after the end of World War II that included indirect 

portrayals of Korea.  Interestingly, there were a cycle of films that dealth with themes of racial 

tolerance.  One of them, Japanese War Bride (1952), made during the time of the Korean War, is 

especially interesting.  It stars Don Taylor as Korean War veteran Jim Sterling who returns home 

from the war to his family's farm in California's Salinas Valley, bringing with him a Japanese 

Korean wife, Tae Shimizu (Shirley Yamaguchi), the nurse who had cared for him during his 
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convalescence.  The film, directed by King Vidor in 1952, was, for the most part, critically 

neglected and is probably the least discussed of the director’s films.  An important aspect of the 

film, however, is that it is one of the first films about miscegenation or interracial marriage using 

real ethnic actors, in real, on-location settings, and the characterizations of the secondary 

Japanese-American characters were honest and anti-stereotypical.  Of course, the other movie 

that deals with a similar of racial tolerance is Sayonara (1957), which was overall more 

popularized by the Hollywood studios perhaps because it portrayed inter-racial relationships as a 

form of tragedy. 

 

COLD WAR IMAGES OF KOREA 

 

The Korean conflict generated a number of key movies during the 1950s and 1960s.  In Richard 

Brooks’ Battle Circus (1953), a Korean prisoner, portrayed by Philip Ahn, goes berserk in a 

medical tent and threatens to detonate a hand grenade, giving a rather stereotypical portrayal of a 

“mindless, selfless” Korean Communist. 

 

In 1959 film, Porkchop Hill, a portrayal of one of the bloodiest battles in the Korean War, actor 

Gregory Peck attempts to portray the heroism of the American G.I. and portrayed serious 

historical errors of the war itself.  For example, Chinese communists and North Koreans are 

briefly portrayed in battle scenes as mindless hordes, retreating from the advance of the heroic 

Americans.  What is accurately portrayed is the superiority of American artillery, but what is not 

shown is the superiority of hand-to-hand combat by the Chinese and North Korean fighters. 
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A more sensible and accurate portrayal of the Korean conflict can be found in Samuel Fuller’s 

Steel Helmet (1951), which portrays a squadron of American soldiers separated from their 

command and wondering aimlessly in the harsh Korean landscape.  A Korean orphan saves the 

life of an American G.I. who at first rejects the boy by calling him a “gook.”  The boy, who in 

real life was a Korean American from Los Angeles, looks firmly in the G.I.’s eyes and says, “I 

am no gook.  I am Korean.”  The relationship between them develops, and the G.I. becomes a 

surrogate father.  Significantly, the Korean conflict was the first time the U.S. armed forces 

fought as an integrated force.  Fuller, who was “famous for low budget meditations on race and 

racism in America” (Marchetti 129), used a multi-racial cast that reflected the actual composition 

of the U.S. forces in Korea. 

 

The movie, The Manchurian Candidate, a political thriller made in 1962 by John Frankenheimer, 

was suppressed for twenty-five years because of a disagreement between co-star Frank Sinatra 

and the studio.  Unlike Fuller’s film, the images of Korea and Koreans were made for 

Hollywood.  In one scene set in a makeshift bar in a Korean village, the “Korean” women were 

portrayed by actors of other ethnic groups; and the only Korean character in the movie, a 

maniacal North Korean soldier turned spy named Chun Jin, is played by Puerto Rican American 

actor, Henry Silva. 

 

The 1970 counter-culture classic, MASH, directed by Robert Altman for a Hollywood paltry $3.5 

million, was based on the anti-war novel by Robert Hopper about the medical corps in the 

Korean Conflict.  Besides using sets that were already built in the backlots of the 20th Century 

Fox studiosfor the movies Tora! Tora! Tora! and Patton, the only Korean character in the movie, 
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a teenaged houseboy to the main protagonists, Hawkeye and McIntyre, looks rather of mixed 

race than full Korean, which historically seems wrong as Americans en masse were supposedly 

in Korea only since 1945. 

 

There have been several Cold War protrayals of Koreans as heartless, ruthless assasins, for 

example the character of Oddjob in the James Bond thriller, Goldfinger (1964).  More recently, 

and perhaps more relevant with North Korea being labelled a member of the Axis of Evil by the 

Bush administration, it is not surprising that in the latest James Bond movie, Die Another Day, 

we get a ruthless and barbaric character of Zao, a North Korean military man, acted by Korean 

American Rick Yune.4 

  

Korean caricatures are not only about ruthless cold war-like figures.  With the increase of 

immigration from Korea during the 1960s through the 1980s, Hollywood could not ignore some 

of the talented Korean performers.  Korean comedian Johnny Yune plays a Chinese cook 

nicknamed Bruce who works for the mob in They Call Me Bruce? (1982), a movie that idolizes 

martial artist and film star, Bruce Lee.  However, with a white mainstream audience in mind, the 

movie, for the most part, exudes in racial stereotypes. 

Another Korean American image that is getting rather stereotypical is that of the money-

grabbing, one-dimensional Korean American grocer, such as in Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing 

(1989), Albert and Allen Hughes’s Menace to Society (1993), Gregg Araki’s The Doom 

                                                 
4
 The role of Zao was originally offered to the popular South Korean Actor, Im Cha Pyo, who turned it down, an 

action that made him a folk hero among the young people in South Korea. 
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Generation (1995), David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999) and Joel Schumacher’s Falling Down 

(2000). 

 

NEW WAVE IMAGES:  FILMS BY KOREAN AMERICANS 

 

Since the 1980s, a number of Korean Americans have entered the workplace of American 

cinema; in most of their work, the portrayal of Koreans and Korean Americans have been very 

positive, enriching the images of multiculturalism in the United States.  Several recent movies 

need to be noted here: 

 

 Chris Chan Lee’s Yellow (1998), a 90-minute dramatization about parental expectations 

in the Korean-American family, is the first full-length feature directed by a Korean 

American.  The film is about a Korean American teenager, Sin Lee, who is robbed while 

working alone in his father's grocery store. 

 Chan’s latest film, Undoing (2006), a crime drama set in Los Angeles’s Koreatown. 

 Justin Lin’s Better Luck Tomorrow (2002), which is about the dark side of a group of 

Asian American teenagers in Los Angeles and stars Korean American actor Sung Kang. 

 

Other notable films include: 

 

 Helen Lee’s 1992 40-minute My Niagara, a 40-minute feature that probes the emotional 

undercurrents of a third-generation Japanese American woman who breaks up with her 
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Caucasian boyfriend then meets a young Korean immigrant obsessed with all things 

American. 

 Quentin Lee and Justin Chan Lin’s Shopping for Fangs, a genre-twisting story that 

centers around two parallel tales and told through the lives of two young people 

crashing through a sunny Los Angeles landscape of motels, diners, condominiums, 

psychotherapists' offices and mini-malls, a movie that features Korean Ameican actor, 

John Cho. 

 Gina Kim’s recently released (2007), Never, Forever. 

 

DOCUMENTARIES 

 

There has been an explosion of documentaries made by Korean American filmmakers, and two 

worth noting here are Dail Sil Kim-Gibson and Christine Choy.  Each has accomplished a 

significant filmography, and they combined their talents to co-direct the 1993 documentary, Sa-i-

gu, which explores the embittering effect the Rodney King verdict rebellion had on a group of 

Korean American women shopkeepers.  The film underscores the shattering of the American 

Dream while taking the media to task for playing up negatively the “Korean-Black" aspect of the 

rioting. This film has provided a perspective that is essential to discussions of the L.A. riots, 

ethnic relations, and racism in the United States.  

 

Other films by Dail Sil Kim-Gibson include: 
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 Olivia’s Story (1999), a young KA and her widowed grandmother spend an afternoon on 

the Washington Mall, watching a baseball game between local boys. 

 A Forgotten People (1995), a sensitive yet brutal portrayal of Sakhalin Koreans, over 

40,000 Koreans sent to this coal-rich location by the Japanese Imperial government as 

slaves to the Japanese war effort. 

 

Also noteworthy are two full-length documentaries by Korean filmmakers about the Korean 

American experience: 

 

 Seung-Hyun Yoo, Daughters of the Cloth (2002), which is a tightly stitched examination 

of two generations of a Korean American family who work in the garment industry. 

 Wonsuk Chin's E-Dreams (2001), an insider look at Kozmo.com, an internet delivery 

service founded by two young Korean American entrepreneurs. 

 

In addition, several other short films are worth noting here: 

 

 Christine Chang’s Be Good, My Children (1980), an irreverent drama about a Korean 

immigrant family in New York City, whose members each have very different ideas 

about what life should be like in their adopted homeland. 

 Julie Whang’s Black Hair and Black-eyed (1994), a film that poses the questions, “From 

what sources does a young Korean-American lesbian draw her sense of identity?  her 

mother, from fashion magazines, from the boy she dances with, or the girl she sleeps 

with, or her own barren apartment?” (9 min.) 
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 Diana S. Lee and Grace Yoonkyung Lee’s Camp Arirang (1995), which explores 

prostitution near American military bases in South Korea and examine the lives of the sex 

workers and their Amerasian children who live in U.S. camp towns throughout South 

Korea.  (28 min.) 

 Greg Pak’s Fighting Grandpa (1998), a sensitive and probing portrayal of Korean 

immigrant grandparents and their marriage. (21 min.) 

 Kyung-Ja Lee’s Halmani (1988), a touching story of generation and cultural differences 

that occur when a Korean grandmother visits her daughter, American son-in-law, and bi-

racial granddaughter in the United States. (30 min.) 

 Korean film maker Hak J. Chung’s Seoul II (1997), a 25-minute documentary that 

explores his own identity and that of the Yates family, an African American Korean war 

veteran and his Korean war bride and their three grown children. 

 Michael Cho’s Animal Appetites (1991), a biting critique on popular cultural stereotypes.  

(18 min.) 

 Cho’s Another America (1995), a 56-minute exploration of the filmmaker’s own family 

history and tragedy, exploring the Black/Korean conflict in the inner city as illuminated 

by the Los Angeles uprisings of 1992. 

 Cho’s Silent Hunger (1997), a project dealing with the North Korea famine. 

 Cho’s Tonight's Top Story, a short documentary that looks at local television news 

coverage, for the public television series, Signal to Noise. 

 

Independent Adoptee filmmakers 
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During the past decade, there have been a number of documentaries dealing with the issue of 

Korean adoptees, many of which were made by adoptees themselves: 

 

 Deann Borshay Liem’s 2000 film, First Person Plural, where Borshay chronicles her 

struggle to reconcile the demands of her American and her biological Korean families, 

two cultures and two nations. (59 min.) 

 Kim Su Theiler’s 14-minute film, Great Girl (1994), which follows her returns to Korea 

looking for her birth mother.  

 A film by Me-K Ahn (pseudonym for Karen Me Kyung MucKenhirn), Living in Half 

Tones, about the filmmaker’s return to her orphanage. 

 Nathan Adolfson’s Passing Through: A Personal Diary Documentary (1998), which 

documents Adolfson’s growing up in Minnesota and returning to his birthland. (28 min.) 

 Tammy Chu’s feature-length, Resilience (2007), which tells the moving stories of the 

mothers whose children were put up for adoption. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

To be brief, images of Korea, Koreans and Korean Americans have been, for the most part, 

stereotyped for the purposes of U.S. geopolitical persuasions.  In general, if Koreans and/or 

Korean Americans are not behind the cameras, it is rare that the Hollywood mappings of 

Koreans and Korean Americans can be considered positive, as these images have, for the most 

part, maintained the mystification and misconceptions of Koreans, Korean Americans and Asian 
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Americans.  However, the recent work of Korean American filmmakers have deconstructed and 

demystified these longstanding stereotypes of the Hollywood screen. 


