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A Girl at My Door

Writer-director July Jung on ‘A Girl at My Door’

A Girl at My Door is your first feature film: how did the meeting with producer
Lee Changdong (Poetry, Secret Sunshine) go and how did you convince him to
follow you in this project?

| studied at the Korea National University of Arts in Seoul, where screenwriting
competitions were organised to discover young talents. My project was one of
the five finalists but was ultimately not selected. The director and producer Lee
Changdong, then a professor at this school and member of the committee,
contacted me shortly after the competition to tell me that my script had caught
his attention. He then suggested that we work together on its development.

Your film addresses many taboo subjects: abuse, incest, the exploitation of
undocumented immigrants, homosexuality, etc. What message did you want
to convey and what line did you set yourself to find the right balance?

[ am fully aware that A Girl at My Door addresses many subjects that could
each have been the subject of a separate film. For me, it was not a question of
making a speech about South Korean society but of making people feel the
deep loneliness of each of the characters in relation to the context. The writing
and integration of these different elements in the final screenplay were carried
out with this sole objective.

You gave the lead role to a South Korean film star: Bae Doona. Why did you
choose her and how did you convince her to play Young-nam, a young
homosexual woman and police lieutenant, transferred to a small fishing village?

Bae Doona was my first choice to play the character of Young-nam. Her
performance in Hirokazu Koreeda’s Air Doll had fully convinced me, even if the
role she plays is totally different. In addition, when producer Lee Changdong
sent her the script, Bae Doona was experiencing a rather lonely moment on a
personal level, which allowed her to immediately understand the emotions of
the main character.

How did you help young Kim Sae-ron understand her character, especially in
the scenes that confront her with her father and Young-nam?

When reading the script, Kim Sae-ron quickly understood that the role of
Dohee would be particularly difficult to play, which led her to initially refuse it.
Then, we discussed it at length so that she could understand how this
character works and the reasons why she behaved this way in certain scenes.
Since Kim Sae-ron is a mature and intelligent young actress, she ended up
taking ownership of the issues induced by this ambivalent character and
agreed to play her.

Your film was presented exclusively at the Cannes Festival: how do you analyse
the first reactions of the audience?

At first, | was convinced that | had only written a short story set in a village in
South Korea. | was really not sure of the impact it would have on viewers.
When | heard the applause from the audience, | told myself that | had
succeeded in conveying a message. | was surprised, but above all very happy.
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Bae Doona on ‘A Girl at My Door’

Was working with July Jung on her first feature film a way for you to mark your
commitment to New Korean Cinema even more?

In recent years, | have had an international career and the prospect of working
with July Jung on her first feature film convinced me that | would rediscover the
passion that drove me when | was a young beginner. While filming A Girl at My
Door, | felt the same emotions as when | enthusiastically discovered South
Korean cinema.

How did you learn about the script written by July Jung?

The script was sent to me by producer Lee Changdong. | later watched July
Jung’s first short films but it was really the story of A Girl at My Door that made
me decide to join the cast.

How did you approach the psychology of your character and the ambiguity of
her relationship with the young Dohee?

Playing Young-nam was a real challenge for me because | detected in this
character a certain psychological instability and many internal conflicts.
Confucianism remains predominant in South Korea and continues to govern a
whole system of values based above all on honour. My character’s sexual
identity contradicts this system, especially since Young-nam, as a police
lieutenant, is supposed to represent the law. However, | did not seek to
theorise my character’s suffering in advance. | simply tried to put myself in her
shoes, to feel each situation. As for her relationship with Doheg, it is up to the
viewer to detect its meaning and to elucidate the ambiguity of this relationship.
Some see it as a mother-daughter bond, others a romantic relationship, and it
is this uncertainty that | like in the film.

In your opinion, is the fact that Young-nam is homosexual an aggravating factor
in the eyes of the inhabitants of the village where she is transferred?

Young-nam’s homosexuality characterises her in the eyes of those around her.
Personally, if | had been in her place, | don’t think | would have tried to hide it
as much as she does. But given her profession, the fact that she has difficulty
assuming her sexual identity contributes strongly to her physical and
psychological isolation. The fact that she hides herself to drink is directly linked
to this. In a way, it is her relationship with Dohee that allows her to free herself
from the gaze of others, from the prejudices that weigh on her and,
consequently, to be less afraid.
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