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A Study of the Representation of Wonhyo in Korean Film

Seo, Jae-ki’

This paper examines the changes in representations of monk Wonhyo in various
cultural texts, including novels and films such as Yi Kwangsu's novel Great Monk
Wonhyo (1942), the film script Wonhyo, the Holy Monk of Shilla in the late 1940s,
and the historical film Great Monk Wonhyo (1962). By highlighting the theme of
the violation of the Buddhist commandments—which was neglected in Samguk-
yusa, the Memorabilia of the Three Kingdoms by Iryon—Yi Kwangsu's historical
novel Great Monk Wonhyo identifies the author's mind with that of a spoiled monk
or that of a woman who lost her virginity as Yi was collaborating with the
Japanese colonial authority at that time. The film script Wonhyo, the Holy Monk
of Shilla was the first attempt to depict the Wonhyo story in film, and the
adaptation seemed to succeed as a popular culture text by excluding both the theme
of a monk’s violation and a detailed description of Kosindo, a Korean traditional
religion, although the adaptation drew from many episodes from Yi's novel. Great
Monk Wonhyo, the first completed film about the monk Wonhyo, emphasized
suspense and splendid costumes as cinematic spectacles, whereas it removed the
famous episode of Wonhyo's spiritual enlightenment. This film gained box office
success by characterizing Wonhyo as a playboy of the age and by putting the love
stories about his relationships with many women at the center of narrative. This
film could also be considered a great artistic and philosophical film that expressed
the life of Wonhyo and his inner conflict as a truth-seeker through the

performances of the film's excellent stars.

Wonhyo, Yi Kwangsu, Great Monk Wonhyo, Wonhyo, the Holy
Monk of Shilla, historical film

* Kookmin University



