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Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter... and Spring  (2003) 
 

 
 

"I intended to portray the joy, anger, sorrow and pleasure  
of our lives through four seasons and through the life  

of a monk who lives in a temple on Jusan Pond  
surrounded only by nature.” - Kim Ki-duk 

 
Introducing Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter… and Spring 

Morning breaks on an island monastery in the middle of a 
lake surrounded by tall mountains. A Buddhist monk wakes 
his young disciple, and begins another day teaching him 
life’s lessons. So begins director Kim Ki-duk’s lyrical and 
lucid tale of a young boy’s journey into manhood and the 
symbolic changes that take place with each season of life.  

In Buddhist thought, life and time are cyclic. It’s more than 
just the cycle of dying and rebirth (a causal connection 
between one life and another), that is part of that worldview. 
It is also the way life is understood and lived. Each life is 
new, but is inherently conditioned that which preceded it, 
much in the way that we light one candle from another.  

The seasons of the title follow an archetypal young boy as 
he grows up to become a young man. When a young girl is 
brought to the island temple by her mother to recuperate 
from an illness, they fall in love (or lust), ultimately driving the 
young man to leave the temple to live with the girl in “the 
world of men.” Later, when he returns to the temple to atone 
for his sins, the old monk helps him clear his heart and mind. 
By the time the old monk passes away, the now adult young 
monk (in this stage played by Kim Ki-duk) accepts a young 
child as his disciple, and the circle is closed.  

 

This quiet, contemplative film marks a significant change 
from Kim Ki-duk’s previous works which were often criticized 
for excessive violence and misogyny, and garnered the 
esteemed Korean director some remarkable accolades. 

Awards and film festivals  

Bangkok International Film Festival 2004: Nominated: 
Golden Kinnaree Award Best Film (Kim Ki-duk); Cinematic 
Intelligence Agency Trenchcoat Awards 2004: Nominated: 
Best cinematographer (Dong-hyeon Baek); European Film 
Awards 2003: Nominated: Screen International Award (Kim 
Ki-duk); International Press Academy Satellite Awards 2004: 
Nominated: Best Motion Picture, Foreign Language (Korea); 
Locarno International Film Festival 2003: Won: CICAE 
Award (Kim Ki-duk), Don Quixote Award (Kim Ki-duk), 
Netpac Award (Kim Ki-duk), Youth Jury Award (Kim Ki-duk); 
Nominated: Golden Leopard (Kim Ki-duk); Melbourne 
International Film Festival 2004: Regional Focus; San 
Sebastián International Film Festival 2003: Won: Audience 
Award (Kim Ki-duk) 
 

 
 



 
 

"Sometimes we have to let go of things we like.  
What you like, others will also like." – Old monk 

 
Prajna Paramita (The Heart Sutra) [illustrated above] 
excerpted, translated by E. Conze 
 
Form is emptiness and the very emptiness is form ; 
emptiness does not differ from form, form does not differ 
from emptiness, whatever is emptiness, that is form, 
The same is true of feelings, perceptions, impulses, and 
consciousness. 
All dharmas are marked with emptiness ; 
they are not produced or stopped, not defiled or immaculate, 
not deficient or complete. 
Therefore, in emptiness there is no form nor feeling, nor 
perception, nor impulse, nor consciousness ; 
No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind ; No forms, sounds, 
smells, tastes, touchables or objects of mind ; No sight-
organ element, and so forth, until we come to : 
No mind-consciousness element ; There is no ignorance, no 
extinction of ignorance, and so forth, until we come to : 
There is no decay and death, no extinction of decay and 
death. There is no suffering, no origination, no stopping, no 
path. 
There is no cognition, no attainment and no non-attainment. 
Therefore, it is because of his non-attainmentness that a 
Bodhisattva, through having relied on the Perfection of 
Wisdom, dwells without thought-coverings. In the absence of 
thought-coverings he has not been made to tremble, 
he has overcome what can upset, and in the end he attains 
to Nirvana. 

 
 
What is Suffering? – The Four Noble Truths  
 
1. Life means suffering 
2. The origin of suffering is attachment 
3. The cessation of suffering is attainable 
4. The path to the cessation of suffering (The Eightfold Path) 
 
One of the film’s central themes is the exploration of the 
nature and extent of human suffering. The Buddha’s 
teaching didn’t begin with enlightenment, but rather with the 
anxiety of impermanence, imperfection and dissatisfaction, 
and how our bewilderment at these concepts prevents us 
from experiencing lasting joy and peacefulness. From this 
fundamental bewilderment of not knowing who or what we 
are, we cling to the belief in a self, creating greater insecurity 
and pain. Buddhists strive to a follow a path that ends this 
suffering. The cessation is enlightenment, or “nirvana.” 

Discussion Questions  
 
What is the advantage of raising a child in a monastery? 
 
Early in the film, the older monk warns the child to “watch out 
for snakes.” What is the significance of the snakes that 
appear throughout the film? 
 
What is the significance of doors without walls? 
 
The young monk claimed that the girl’s soul was suffering. 
Knowing what we know now, how can the older monk, in his 
wisdom, claim the tryst was the “right medicine”? 
 
The older monk doesn’t attempt to break the young man’s 
passions, but rather help him to control them. How aware is 
the older monk of the young man’s capacity when he states: 
“Lust awakens the desire to possess, and that awakens the 
desire to murder”? 
 
Why does the young man take the statue and the rooster 
when he leaves the monastery at the end of Summer? 
 
How do we explain the “magic realism” of the boat’s 
movement (or lack thereof) in Fall? 
 
What does “shut” mean in the context of the film? 
 
Why does the young man return to the monastery after 
serving his sentence? What is implied by this action? 
 
Who is the veiled woman in Winter? 
 
What is the significance of the turtle in the final scene? 
 
How does the progression of the child to man, through the 
seasons, illustrate the life and teachings of Buddha? 
 

 

 
“I liked Spring, Summer, Fall.. . What do I view next?” 

 
Woman in the Dunes (1964, Hiroshi Teshigahara) 
Akira Kurosawa’s Dreams (1990, Akira Kurosawa) 

The Isle (2000, Kim Ki-duk) 
Vertical Ray of the Sun (2000, Tran Anh Hung) 

Vao Nam Ra Bac (2001, Phi Tien Son) 
The Magdalene Sisters (2002, Peter Mullan) 

Buffalo Boy (2004, Minh Nguyen-Vo) 
3-Iron (2004, Kim Ki-duk) 

Into Great Silence (2005, Philip Gröning) 
 

 
 

Homewood Public Library Film Group 
17917 Dixie Highway 
Homewood, IL 60430 

Phone: 708-798-0121 ext. 216 
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