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PRESS QUOTES 

 
 
“An impressive, personnal film with a a life-affirming conclusion... Drawing out beautifully natural 

performances from her child actors, Kim once againhas a distinct way of letting her camera observe 

her characters with kind thoughtfulness.” 

VARIETY 
 

“Treeless Mountain, So Yong Kim's beautifully crafted story ... is one of the most assured and 

touching American independent films of the year. Kim, best known for In Between Days, her debut 

feature, joins a growing list of American-based filmmakers who have begun leaving the comforts of 

domestic shores behind to explore the drama and stories found in other cultures. Treeless Mountain 

is a gorgeous movie (with vibrant cinematography by Anne Misawa) that is teeming with compassion 

as it tells its deceptively simple story.” 

INIDIEWIRE 
 

“One dashing of hopes? Treeless Mountain, So Yong Kim’s follow-up to her 2006 In Between Days. 

Treeless features adorable Korean kids pining for their absent mommy and singing in sad, keening 

voices. It works on you, but shamelessly. ” 

TIME OUT 
 

“GOODBYE SOLO and TREELESS MOUNTAIN are not movies about movies; they are movies about the 

harshness and strangeness and beauty of life as experienced in everyday circumstances by ordinary 

people. Their stories are small and their methods modest, but they nonetheless have an uncanny 

ability to enlarge your perception of the world." 

A.O. Scott, New York Times 
 

"Abandonment fears are universal and exist within us all to some extent. With two astonishing 

performances, we enter the skin of these little girls who endure, hardship, loneliness and terrible 

treatment by adults; yet they find within themselves a resiliency to endure. So Yon g Kim has met the 

high standard of the two films she holds in such high esteem: Ponette and Nobody Knows--two of my 

favorites as well."  

Fred  Brussat,  Spirituality and Practice.com 

 

“An unsentimental and delicately observed portrayal of the quiet resilience of children in the face of 

precarious and uncertain circumstances, it offers no easy resolutions, never topples into melodrama, 

and musters a tremendous sense of pathos, in no small part due to the tremendously affecting 

performances of its two child actors, Hee-yeon Kim and Song-hee Kim.” 

Gavin Smith, FILM COMMENT  

"It has so much in common with 'Nobody Knows' that it's hard not to compare. Treeless Mountain 

nails better the cinematic representation of a child's perspective. Some films are 'deceptively simple,' 

whereas I think this one is just simple, and that's not a bad thing at all. The kids are great, it's shot 

beautifully. 

Aaron Hillis, Village Voice.  
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By Howard Feinstein 

 

Kim wrote and directed this highly personal film deploying mainly a hand-held camera, close-ups 

of female faces, and interspersed inserts of static natural settings—a style she also used in the 

2006 In Between Days. The earlier movie focused on one immigrant Korean teen in North America, 

but Treeless Mountain, shot entirely in South Korea, is about two sisters, six-year-old Jin (Hee Yeon 

Kim) and five-year-old Bin (Song Hee Kim).   

 

The director tracks their multiple abandonments from nasty urban Seoul to a provincial village and 

finally to the bucolic paradise of an old-fashioned farm. As in In Between Days, the pacing is slow, yet 

pitch perfect for the tale that unfolds. It is not for every viewer, and while the technique occasionally 

feels mannered, the payoff makes it worthwhile.  

 

The film begins in a tiny, seedy apartment in Seoul. The girls’ mother (Lee) decides to search for their 

missing father, so carts them off to a tiny town and the home of a relative, selfish alcoholic Big Aunt 

(Mi Hyang Kim). Frequently unfed, Jin and Bin become resourceful, grilling grasshoppers and selling 

them for food money. Mom has left them a piggy bank, with the understanding that when it 

becomes full, she will return. She does not keep her word, instead dispatching a letter informing 

them she is incapable of taking care of them anymore.  

 

Not wanting to get saddled with her nieces and, even moreso, the cost of bringing them up, Big Aunt 

dumps them at their grandparents’ farm. Their grandfather feels imposed upon, but their 

grandmother, a principled peasant, displays a warmth they have never known. The rural 

environment is much more human than the city, the filmmaker seems to say. The journey becomes a 

passage to maturation for Jin, who has had to bear the responsibility not only for herself but also for 

Bin.   

 

The filmmaker works wonders with the child actors, who appear relaxed and natural in front of a 

camera that is nearly on top of them. She kept the crew small, and fed the girls their dialog before 

each take. Anne Misawa does an excellent job as d.p., and frequent use of unglamorous backdrops 

such as old brick and stucco walls provide rich but realistic texture as background for the siblings’ 

adventures in survival. 

 

 



  

 

By ROBERT KOEHLER 

 
 

Two resilient little sisters bear up as best they can when their desperate mom dumps them 

with relatives in So Yong Kim’s "Treeless Mountain," which finds the "In Between Days" 

filmmaker shifting milieus (from Toronto to her native South Korea) and slightly, though 

not starkly, altering her methods for this slightly autobiographical tale. A life-affirming 

conclusion, after several stressful points where tragedy could strike, will raise commercial 

chances, though only slightly in this risk-averse market. 

 

If Kim’s widely admired debut was touched with contemplation as well as an invitingly 

rough, pick-up-the-camera-and-go energy, her newest work is slightly more classical and 

would easily pass as a purely Korean film, even though Kim is based in Gotham with her 

partner, co-editor and producer, Bradley Rust Gray. Notably, for their Soandbrad production 

shingle, the pair have made three impressive, personal films about young people on three 

different continents: Gray’s "Salt," set in Iceland; "In Between Days" in snowy Toronto; and 

now "Treeless," lensed in Seoul and the area around Heung Hae, Kim’s hometown.  

 

Six-year-old Jin (Hee Yeon Kim) attends school in Seoul while her mother (Soo Ah Lee), 

working to support her kids and barely scraping by, leaves younger daughter Bin (Song Hee 

Kim) with a neighboring babysitter. The arrangement is suddenly upended when Mom 

decides — for reasons auds are invited to fill in — that she must find her absent husband. 

This means yanking Jin out of school and dropping the girls in the lap of her alcoholic sister-

in-law, known by all as Big Aunt (Mi Hyang Kim).  

 

The dramatic shift is played with great restraint and understatement, which actually makes 

Jin and Bin's uncertain conditions seem more achingly difficult. Kim avoids the easy out of 

turning Big Aunt into a threat to the girls; instead, she’s something more interesting: a 

spinster who never abuses the little ones but barely tolerates them. It seems to get worse 

when their mother sends a letter instructing Big Aunt to send the girls to their grandparents’ 

farm. Again, though, Jin and Bin plow through, and (with Boon Tak Park’s warm grandma) 

find some gentle pleasures in what has amounted to an odyssey from present-day urban 

Korea to an older, poorer, agrarian Korea.  

 

Drawing out beautifully natural performances from her child actors, Kim once again has a 

distinct way of letting her camera observe her characters with kind thoughtfulness, allowing 

for a quiet mood to wash over the scenes. Anne Misawa’s Super 16mm lensing is sharp and 

steady, with a great blow-up to 35mm. 
 



 

By Anthony Kaufman's 

 

“In this same vein of minimalist family drama, Korean American director So Yong Kim's 

superbly realized second feature "Treeless Mountain" taps into the ongoing heartbreak 

and malleability of early youth. Applying the same patient, naturalistic aesthetic as in her 

previous "In Between Days," Kim focuses her camera, at child's eve-level, on six-year-old Jin, 

and her younger sister, Bin. When their mother decides to leave the girls with their Great 

Aunt to seek out their delinquent father, the young sisters learn some tough life lessons. 

 

But you can't exactly call "Treeless Mountain" a coming-of-age film, because the girls are 

barely of age--it's closer to the 1996 French film "Ponette" in observing the sometimes 

simple, sometimes sophisticated ways that little tots deal with adult situations. 

 

 From grim Seoul apartment projects to rundown suburban alleyways to a poor rural farm, 

the girls' journey follows a trajectory of economic desolation: The film's title, I suspect, 

comes from a big dirt pile that the girls play upon and is also the last place they see their 

mother before she climbs onto a bus and never looks back. Extreme close-ups of wriggling 

grasshoppers being burnt to a crisp doesn't suggest a happy fate for these two delicate little 

souls who long for their mother. But "Treeless Mountain" is not downbeat; on the contrary, 

the film ends on a beautifully retrained note of resilience.”  
 

 

[Extracted from Anthony Kaufman's critic's notebook]. 

 

 

BEST FILM 

 

 

"Still Walking," directed by Hirokazu Kore-Eda (16 points)  

*"Goodbye Solo*," directed by Ramin Bahrani (13)  

"The Wrestler," directed by Darren Aronofsky (13) 

"35 Rhums, directed by Claire Denis (11)  

"Summer Hours," directed by Olivier Assayas (10) 

 "The Hurt Locker," directed by Kathryn Bigelow (10)  

*"Treeless Mountain*," directed by So Yong Kim (10)  

"Slumdog Millionaire," directed by Danny Boyle (9)  

"Rachel Getting Married," directed by Jonathan Demme (9) 

 "Hunger," directed by Steve McQueen (8) 

 

 



 

 

By Giovanna Fulvi 

Treeless Mountain 

So Yong Kim 

Evoked by early childhood memories, the story of a precocious journey to maturity comes into focus 

with exquisite simplicity in So Yong Kim's gentle masterpiece, Treeless Mountain.  

An observational portrait of a young girl coming to terms with loss and abandonment, Treeless 

Mountain is made of the same substance as cinema-vérité, but it is woven in a dreamlike quality, 

making it seem like a horrific fairy tale that is at the same time painfully realistic.  

Six-year-old Jin (Hee Yeon Kim) and her younger sister Bin (Song Hee Kim) live on the edge of 

disaster, but they are not aware of it. In the small apartment where they reside with their single 

mother, the menacing sounds of the outer world, disturb their precarious cocoon. One day 

(ominously foreshadowed by Jin wetting the bed), their mother packs all their belongings. For Jin, the 

days of going to school are over. Mommy is gone, leaving her and Bin in a hostile home with their 

alcoholic Big Aunt (Mi Hyang Kim) and a piggy bank to slowly fill with tinkling coins and shining 

hopes. Once the bank is full, their mother will be back.  

Moving without being melodramatic, Treeless Mountain is a subtle film told mainly through the eyes 

of Jin, who is old enough to feel abandoned but not old enough to understand why her mother left or 

what the repercussions of her absence might be.  

Filmed from the perspective of its young protagonists, the world in Treeless Mountain seems 

magnified and oversized – a visual approach that helps us look at the universe through a child's eyes. 

Kim pays particular attention to creating an authentic portrait of the girls' emotions. Hee Yeon Kim 

gives an excellent performance as the caring older sister who is forced into maturity, while little Bin 

has a touching, almost haunting, presence throughout the film, dressed in a princess costume that is 

slowly discolouring and wearing out. As Jin stubbornly persists in feeding sisterly affection to the 

failing Bin, we eventually see the cold, empty space in the little girl's heart warm over.  

 

 

So Yong Kim was born in Pusan, South Korea, and grew up in Los Angeles. She 

studied painting, performance, and video art, earning her M.F.A. from the School 

of the Art Institute of Chicago. Her feature films are In Between Days (06), which 

won a Special Jury Prize at the 2006 Sundance Film Festival, and Treeless 

Mountain (08).  
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By Wesley Morris 
 

In the end, loneliness becomes a festival reality 

 

Films of isolation make impression as Toronto wraps. 

 

 

The last days of the Toronto International Film Festival, which ended on Saturday, can feel, if not like a 

ghost town (there's always a party somewhere), then like last call at a bar where everyone has managed 

to find someone to go home with. Everyone except you and the handfuls of stragglers who drift into press 

screenings. Even the four-alarm urgency to get into some public events calmed to one alarm, maybe two. 

What remaining press and industry people there are mysteriously stick to aisle seats like barnacles to a 

ship. In my case, all the better to make a clean getaway, which on one atrocious occasion (thank you, 

makers of "Deadgirl") was necessary. 

 

To some extent, I'm describing the loneliness that settles in after the excitement leaves, how revelers 

mutate into fallen confetti. When I got here earlier in the week, I was doing some rubbernecking at the 

festival's hotel headquarters, where someone in a room just off the crowded lobby was playing a piano. 

The song was rather indifferently performed, but the sadness in it lingered. I went about my business 

thinking the pianist should take an antidepressant - and some lessons.  

It was Viggo Mortensen. But that's life here in fits and starts - even Viggo gets the blues. 

 

Loneliness can be good for filmmakers. The strongest movies I saw here were marked by either emotional 

desolation or its physical counterpart.  

The two Korean sisters in "Treeless Mountain," a new film by So Yong Kim, an American realist, miss the 

mother who dropped them off with an aunt while she goes on a vague family rescue mission. The sisters - 

Jin (Hee Yeon Kim) is 6; Bin (Song Hee Kim) is about 5 - occupy their time with chores and play and 

enterprise (selling barbequed grasshoppers is apparently pretty lucrative). But they wait in uncertainty. 

 

The feat of Kim's filmmaking is the way she's able to consider dislocation as both a matter of place and 

feeling. The girls don't know where they are and, half the time, neither do we. And yet for a movie built 

almost entirely out of tight close-ups, strategic editing, and stalking hand-held tracking shots, what you 

experience is not claustrophobia but its opposite. There's enough heart here to sense that the world - the 

one inside the movie theater - is expanding. 

 

Kim is part of a wave of American independent directors who've embraced realism not as a resurrected 

trend but as an artistic prerogative. And with Hollywood conspicuous this year by its absence at the 

festival, realism, aptly and ironically enough, has overtaken the foreground.  

Realism has always prized transparency over what we've come to think of as plot. 

 

Now, there's a political dimension as well. Realism as a deliberate attempt to take movies to parts of the 

world Hollywood goes only to fatten profit margins, to show us people (of color, in poverty) mainstream 

movies tend to ignore. This isn't to say you need to leave the country to pull this off. For some filmmakers, 

it's in their backyards. Of course, some backyards are more interesting than others. 

 



In Barry Jenkins's "Medicine for Melancholy," the backyard is San Francisco, and the movie takes what 

might be the least believable morning after a one-night stand in the history of sex and turns it into a 

discourse on gentrification and racial assimilation. This is one of a handful of movies at the festival this 

year mashing up realism with something else. Here the something else is romantic comedy. And it doesn't 

work. 

 

The movie treads happily under its influences - "She's Gotta Have It"  with the sexual politics corrected 

(neutered, really); "Before Sunrise"  with nothing all that interesting for its talkers to say. The male half of 

this blossoming relationship, played likeably enough by the comedian Wyatt Cenac, has better chemistry 

with the city than he does with Tracey Heggins, who plays the woman with whom he spent the night and 

is now sharing the day. Jenkins considers whether African-Americans living post-racially is the fallacy it 

sounds like it is and takes us into a community meeting about the demise of rent control and certain poor, 

black neighborhoods. But for some reason, he's devoted the bulk of his film to inadvertently 

demonstrating how boring it can be to watch two people sit around awkwardly and get to know each 

other while the city falls apart. His realism is out to lunch. 

 

Matteo Garrone's "Gomorrah" is the realist gangsta saga. A grim snapshot of life in the concrete slums of 

the Campania region (Naples is the capital), the movie sneaks in and out of the Brutalist buildings where 

the residential spaces are barely distinguishable from the vacant, bombed-out ones. Based on Roberto 

Saviano's non-fiction account of Campania, "Gomorrah," which won the grand prize this year at Cannes, 

raises a curtain on a vast culture of collapse - a drug dealer for every junkie, kids poisoned with "Scarface" 

dreams, killing that erupts from nowhere. 

 

We're so completely immersed that when, after one extermination, a character walks up a ramp and onto 

the street, I gasped. You mean that wasteland is this close to traffic and trees? We've been here before 

with "City of God," various South Central tragedies, and parts of "The Wire," but rarely with our faces 

pressed so close to the grime. Aside from the occasional Michael Bay picture, a work of fiction rarely 

leaves its audience with the sense that the filmmakers' lives are in danger too. But I watched this grandly 

grisly achievement in a new, irrational kind of terror: God, I hope the crew wore Kevlar. 

 

Is there such a thing as Kevlar for the soul? The Charlie Kaufman stand-in Philip Seymour Hoffman plays in 

Kaufman's "Synecdoche, New York" could use some. The movie is far from a work of typical realism.  

Instead, it is - as you might expect from the writer of "Being John Malkovich," "Adaptation," and "Eternal 

Sunshine of the Spotless Mind" - a work of self-obsessed surrealism. Hoffman plays a miserable 

Schenectady playwright who tries to realize his magnum opus after his emasculating wife (Catherine 

Keener, who else?) takes their daughter and leaves for Germany. 

 

He builds a life-size set of Manhattan in a warehouse. Characters are followed by the amateur actors 

playing them. It's part "8 1/2" - Hoffman's obsessions are all the women in his life, including Samantha 

Morton, Michelle Williams, Jennifer Jason Leigh, Emily Watson, and Dianne Wiest. But it's also mostly 

Kaufman. The film manages to transcend his self-commentary and infinite cleverness. It achieves beautiful 

and bizarre pathos. The arbitrariness of life is reorganized into a steady tracking shot to the grave. It's not 

realism per se, but it is triumphantly, depressingly real. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

 

 

By Karina Longworth. 
 

“In a director’s statement circulated by her film’s publicist, writer/director So Yong Kim says 

Treeless Mountain, which is “inspired by events from my early childhood in Pusan, Korea,” 

doubles as “a letter to my mother.” This makes the film even more of a heartbreaker––if that’s 

even a possibility. An autobiographical feature about two tiny girls sent to live with distant 

relatives by their caring but insolvent mother, Treeless Mountain is a sparse but incredibly 

moving film about love turning to longing turning to resentment, and if I as a total outsider could 

barely hold back tears whilst watching it, I can only imagine the strength required to pull such a 

story from one’s own life and throw it up on a screen. 

Jin (Hee Yeon Kim) is a preternaturally mature six year-old who maternally protects her even 

younger sister Bin (Song Hee) when the two go to live with their alcoholic aunt. The aunt is a cold 

woman, and something of a shyster. Clearly neither naturally capable nor interested in raising 

the girls properly, instead of sending them to school she gives the barely post-verbal Bin a 

bucket and orders her to a neighbor’s house to “beg for salt.” Big Aunt, as they call her, often 

passes out before cooking dinner, and the girls are left to fend for themselves. In a sad sign of 

how far they’ve drifted from relative normalcy, Bin and Jin are almost always seen in the middle 

section of the film wearing the same couple of articles of clothing––a princess play dress for Bin, 

remnants of her old school uniform for Jin––everything markedly more stained and dingy from 

scene to scene. 

Hands down, the thing that makes Mountain a Toronto must-see is the performances, which are 

all the more impressive considering the fact that the film’s two young stars are non-actors–––

Hee Yeon Kim was found in an elementary school in Seoul City, while five year-old Song Hee was 

auditioned along with her fellow housemates at a Korean orphange. Hee Yeon Kim’s 

performance as Jin is absolutely mind-blowing: trudging along with a sadness in her eyes that 

could only be described as world weary, she’s like a little adult trapped in the body of a girl 

barely old enough to go to school. 

And so she must be. Adults vary rarely let children of this age in on what’s really happening, or 

why, and so it goes here: So Yong Kim’s camera spends the majority of the film trained in 

extreme close-up on Jin’s face, so that we can watch the little girl watching the adults and 

reacting silently to the world around her, and come to our own interpretations at the speed at 

which the child figures things out. Jin thus becomes not only Bin’s protector when their mother 

is gone and their aunt is too boozed-up to care, but she also becomes a kind of interpreter, 

translating what she’s come to realize are the harsh realities of their fate in such a way that the 

younger sister will have enough information to function, but won’t have to do as Jin has done, 

and process complications that she’s not ready to understand. So little actually happens in 

Mountain (and I don’t at all mean that pejoratively) that it would seem a shame to illuminate 

this more and thereby give away a plot point, but watch for a narrative thread involving a piggy 

bank.  

Within this single narrative strand, there’s not an actor in the world who couldn’t learn 

something about naturalism by watching hope gradually decay into dismay across Jin’s face. 

 

 



 

 
 

By Michael Tully 
 

 

 

 

“So Yong Kim’s directorial debut, In Between Days, didn’t just hint at her potential; it 

confirmed her arrival. After premiering the film at Sundance, Kim scored a coveted 

distribution deal with Kino, an impressive feat for such a tiny-movie-that-could. Using the 

restrictions of a four-person crew and 24p imagery to her advantage, Kim brought the inner 

fears and yearnings of a young Korean immigrant in Canada to life with the utmost grace. 

With her sophomore effort, Treeless Mountain, Kim trades adolescence for childhood, 

delivering an even more fully realized work of poetic naturalism. 

 

 

As with In Between Days, Kim tapped into her past for her sophomore film, though she 

hasn’t let memory distort her perspective. This is one of her greatest gifts as a filmmaker. In 

Between Days and Treeless Mountain are both deeply personal works, yet they never reek 

of autobiography. After having attended countless film festivals for the past several years, it 

is refreshing to discover a young writer/director who seems to have been born with a 

natural ability to balance filmmaker objectivity and emotional subjectivity so effortlessly. 

 

 

The story of Treeless Mountain is a deceptively slight one. When their mother leaves them 

to track down their estranged father, six-year-old Jin and her younger sister Bin are forced to 

adjust to life without her.  

At first, they move in with their aunt, whose dependence on alcohol proves troublesome. 

They begin selling fried crickets to other children in order to fill the piggybank their mother 

left with them with the assurance that, once it has been filled, she will return. When that 

doesn’t happen, they relocate to an isolated farm to live with their grandparents. As they 

continue to wait for their mother to return, their feelings of frustration and abandonment 

begin to fade and their world begins to widen. 

 

 

Kim understands that simplicity and clarity, when used effectively, hold the utmost power. 

At first, one might think they’re watching a minor story about two little girls, but by the 

film’s third act, the mood shifts and it expands into a deeply symbolic lesson in acceptance 

and humility. Kim uses her camera to chart this quiet evolution, beginning by shooting in 

claustrophobic, jerky close-ups, and gradually backing away to let the images breathe and to 

reflect the literal weight that is being lifted from inside these young girls’ hearts and minds. 

 

 

As a filmmaker, it’s impossible not to watch either of these young girls and think, “How did 

she do that?!?” for Kim has elicited some of the finest child performances in recent 



memory. But, rather than distracting from the story, it enriches the experience and makes it 

even more powerful. The unforced naturalism of every performance—not just the children—

helps to further root the film in reality, even as it continues to unfurl like a sleepy daydream. 

 

 

In the film’s press notes, Kim confirms the influence of two recent films on her own 

production: Ponette and Nobody Knows. But while she incorporates elements from those 

films—the childlike emotion, the splendid natural performances—she is painting on a 

different type of canvas. Both Ponette and Nobody Knows captured children’s behavior 

extraordinarily well. But with Treeless Mountain, Kim has burrowed inside her children and 

makes us see the world through their eyes. A towering example of this is near the end of the 

film, as Bin watches her grandmother work. Kim’s camera doesn’t just show us what Bin is 

looking at; at that moment, we are Bin. We are no longer watching a film from the outside-

in. Without telegraphing or forcing this shift upon us, Kim gradually changes our perspective 

from a world we are witnessing to a world we are experiencing. While this might slip past a 

less attentive viewer, for those who are patient and open and embrace Kim’s quiet, 

unforced rhythms, it will take your breath away. 

 

 

As she did in In Between Days, Kim breaks up her narrative with chapter breaks in the form 

of gorgeous landscape shots (shooting on super-16 as opposed to 24p, these moments reach 

an unexpected state of Malickian majesty). But whereas she had her character voicing her 

inner thoughts over those images in that film—as an adolescent would—this time she lets 

the imagery speak for itself. For Jin and Bin are unable to verbally express their fright and 

confusion at such a young age. To have them speaking at these moments would be 

dishonest, a screenwriter’s calculated tool. Kim shows her wisdom throughout Treeless 

Mountain, most admirably in her refusal to get in the way. 

 

 

Though Treeless Mountain appears to be mired in sadness and loss, it is ultimately about 

the conquering of those emotions. In this case, Kim has chosen characters who are unable 

to help themselves, but with patience, time, and the influence of a supremely kind 

grandmother, they are able to let go of their fears and begin to accept their place in this 

ultimately beautiful world. Without our even realizing it, Kim has turned Treeless 

Mountain from a story without hope into a story about it.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



/entertainment 
 

By Tom Charity 

 

“From South Korea, So Yong Kim's "Treeless Mountain" is a heartbreaking story about two 

pre-teen daughters dumped on their aunt when their mother can no longer cope.  

 

She gives them a piggy bank and says that every time they please their aunt, she will put a 

penny in -- and by the time the piggy is full, mom will be back. They take her at her word, 

quickly moving into the fast-food business selling fried grasshoppers, and eventually figure 

out adults will give them many small coins for one large one. Disillusionment and more 

hardship lie in store. 

 

Kim has explained that she was abandoned when her mother left Korea for the United States 

when she was still too young to understand what was happening.  

 

Naturalistic, almost documentary-like, "Treeless Mountain" takes a radically different 

approach to the deprivations of childhood than "Slumdog Millionaire," yet these films 

from the other side of the world will connect with audiences wherever they are shown.”  
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/ FILM COMMENT / 

 

By Gavin Smith 
 

Misery Loves Company 

Pessimistic downers and tough times ruled at Toronto 

 
Solid but buzzless, this year’s festival featured an unusually large number of high-profile American 

productions without distribution. Among those looking for deals were filmmakers of the caliber of 

Kathryn Bigelow (back in form with the gusty if cryptically titled Hurt Locker) and Richard Linklater 

(with his winning Me and Orson Welles). Then there were prestige-edgy-arty star vehicles like THE 

BURNING PLAIN, with Charlize Theron and Kim Basinger delivering inevitably “Oscar-worthy” turns in 

yet another crisscrossing puzzle-narrative from the pen of Guillermo (Babel) Arriaga, who, in his 

directorial debut, showed the same command of superficial depth as his erstwhile collaborator 

Alejandro Gonzalez Iñarritu. Another performance-driven orphan indie, actor Brian Goodman’s What 

Doesn’t Kill You, seemed no less on paper – Ethan Hawke and Mark Ruffalo as two small-time Boston 

crooks looking for a big score, and Amanda Pee as the latter’s long-suffering wife. And yet, while 

breaking no new ground, it proved highly watchable, with a nice feel for such good effect in The 

Departed and Gone Baby Gone. At press time only the Bigelow film is set for U.S. release, but it’s safe 

to say that all of the above will and/or deserve to make their way into theaters one way or another. 

 

From Darren Aronofsky’s The Wrestler to Austrian director Götz Spielmann’s stringent Revanche, a 

depressive study in deferred revenge, much of the best of this year’s slate seemed inescapably 

dominated by a pervasive sense of loss, midlife malaise, hard knocks, and pessimism. This devolved 

into the gratuitous nihilism of two sorry Midnight Madness entries. The airless Martyrs (Pascal 

Laugier’s ne-plus-ultra torture porn with metaphysical pretensions) and the uncritically misogynistic 

Deadgirl (is sex with a zombie chick strapped to a gurney rape, necrophilia or both? – your call) were 

to be endured rather than enjoyed and both left me stressed out and sour. 

 

The best films in Toronto were tinged with the same sense of modern discontent and uncertainty. 

Happily, however, they maintained a tenderness and respect for their characters that align them with 

films like Summer Hours, Daniel Burman’s Empty Nest, Wendy and Lucy, Tokyo Sonata, and the work 

of the Dardenne Brothers. Taken together this group represents a more humane, tentatively hopeful 

countercurrent in world cinema to keep the all-is-despair brigade in check. Thus Hirokazu Kore-eda’s 

Still Walking was almost universally regarded as the festival highlight. Until Nobody Knows injected 

some vitality into his filmmaking, Kore-eda’s work had tented to be thoughtful, tasteful, and a bit 

dull. But his latest, which quietly chronicles a by turns tense, comical, and abidingly sad family get-

together over the course of a single summer’s day, is suffused with a deeply moving sense of 

unreconciled loss and disappointment. 

 

Last but not least, Treeless Mountain, Writer-director So Yong Km’s lovely Korea-set follow up to In 

Between Days, follows the fortunes of two young girls who are left in the care of a neighbor while 

their mother goes off in search of the father who has abandoned them. An unsentimental and 

delicately observed portrayal of the quiet resilience of children in the face of precarious and 

uncertain circumstances, it offers no easy resolutions, never topples into melodrama, and musters 

a tremendous sense of pathos, in no small part due to the tremendously affecting performances of 

its two child actors, Hee-yeon Kim and Song-hee Kim. 
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Dubai favors North African films 

 

By ALI JAAFAR 

 

'Masquerades' wins best film award 

 
 
North African cinema was the big winner as the 5th Dubai Film Fest wrapped Thursday, with 

Franco-Algerian co-production “Masquerades” winning the Muhr Award for film. 

 

Lyes Salem’s pic, about an Algerian man who tries to marry off his narcoleptic sister, also 

won the fest’s inaugural Fipresci prize. 

 

Another Franco-Algerian co-production, helmer Rabah Ameur-Zaimeche’s “Adhen-Dernier 

Maquis,” won the special jury prize, and laurels for editor and composer. Pic is about a group 

of immigrant workers in a Paris suburb who protest when their boss attempts to build an on-

site mosque. 

 

Moroccan helmer Nour-Eddine Lakhmari’s “Casanegra” won the actor prize -- shared 

between Anas Elbaz and Omar Lotfi -- and best cinematographer. French-Algerian thesp 

Hafsia Herzi picked up the best actress award for her turn in Moroccan director Souad El-

Bouhati's debut feature “Francaise.” 

 

Palestinian helmer Annemarie Jacir won the script prize for her debut feature “Salt of This 

Sea.” 

 

Fest expanded the Muhr awards section for Asian and African cinema. Korean 

helmer So Yong Kim won the film prize in that category for “Treeless 

Mountain.” Fest co-production market, the Dubai Film Connection, selected its six projects 

out of 21 entries, with more than $100,000 in development coin doled out. Three projects 

received $25,000 each: Jordanian helmer Mahmoud al-Massad’s “This Is My Picture When 

I’m Dead,” Lebanese helmer Chadi Zeneddine’s “Barbershop Trinity” and Algerian helmer 

Djamila Sahraoui’s “Ouardia Once Had Sons.” 

 

Fest wrapped Thursday with attendees calling the week-long event a success. Though there 

was a noticeably less glitzy feel to the 5th edition, fest boasted strong industry presence 

from the Middle East, Europe and the U.S. The inaugural Dubai Film Market received a 

thumbs-up from buyers and sellers for its user-friendliness, while the Dubai Film Connection 

increased the number of projects and coin it handed out. 



 

Dubai Intl. Film Festival winners: 

 

MUHR ASIA-AFRICA COMPETITION 

 

- Film:       “Treeless Mountain” (U.S.-South Korea), So Yong Kim 
 

- Special Jury Prize: “Vacation” (Kyuka) (Japan), Hajime Kadoi 

- Cinematographer: Reza Teymouri for “Be Calm and Count to Seven” (Iran) 

- Composer: Jorja Mesafin and Vigay Iyer for “Teza” (Ethiopia-Germany-France) 

- Editor: Sreekar Prasad for “Firaaq” (India) 

- Screenplay: Deepa Mehta for “Heaven on Earth” (Canada) 

- Actress: Anh Hong for “Moon at the Bottom of the Well” (Vietnam) 

- Actor: Askhat Kuchinchirekov for “Tulpan” (Germany-Kazakhstan-Poland-Russia-Switzerland) 

- Documentaries, First Prize: “Mental” (Japan-U.S.), Kazuhiro Soda 

- Documentaries, Special Jury Prize: “Survival Song” (Xiao Li Zi) (China), Guangyi Yu 

- Short: “Young Blood” (Shao Nian Xue) (China), Haolun Shu 

 

 

 

MUHR ARABIC COMPETITION 

 

 

- Film: “Masquerades” (Algeria-France), Lyes Salem 

- Special Jury Prize: “Adhen-Dernier Maquis” (Algeria-France), Rabah Ameur-Zaimeche 

- Fipresci Award: “Masquerades” (Algeria-France) Lyes Salem 

- Cinematographer : Luca Coassin for “Casanegra” (Morocco) 

- Composer : Sylvain Rifflet for “Adhen-Dernier Maquis” (Algeria-France) 

- Editor: Nicolas Banchilhon for “Adhen-Dernier Maquis” (Algeria-France) 

- Screenplay: Annemarie Jacir for “Salt of This Sea” (Palestine) 

- Actress: Hafsia Herzi for “Francaise” (France-Morocco) 

- Actor (shared): Anas Elbaz and Omar Lofti for “Casanegra” (Morocco) 

- Documentaries, First Prize: “Memory of the Cactus: A Story of Three Palestinian Villages” 

(Palestine), Hanna Musleh 

- Documentaries, Special Jury Prize: “The One Man Village” (Samaan Bidiyaa) (Lebanon), Simon El 

Habre 

- Short: “The North Road” (Lebanon-France), Carlos Chahine 

 

 

EMIRATI AWARDS 

 

 

- UAE Talent: Haydar Mohammed 

- Most promising UAE female filmmaker: Nujoom Al Ghanem 

- Most promising UAE male filmmaker: Saeed Salmeen Al-Murry 

 

 
Read the full article at: 

http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117997650.html 

 

http://www.variety.com/index.asp?layout=print_story&articleid=VR1117997650&categoryid=-1 


