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This study critically examines the role of the Busan International Film Festival (BIFF) in
cultivating regional cinephilia culture in Busan, South Korea, with a particular focus on
transnational film exchange between Korea and Japan. Based on extensive data collection,
archival research, and in-depth interviews with festival programmers, local filmmakers, and
cultural administrators, the study highlights how BIFF has both strengthened local
cinematic culture and facilitated cross-border cultural dialogue. Since its inception in 1996,
BIFF has transformed Busan—a city historically defined by port and shipbuilding
industries—into a globally recognized hub for film culture. Through festival programming,
public education initiatives, and infrastructures such as the Busan Cinema Center and
Cinematheque Busan, BIFF has fostered local cinephilic engagement, nurtured regional
film talent, and provided consistent platforms for the screening of independent, art-house,
and experimental cinema.

A key aspect of BIFF’s influence lies in its role as a transnational intermediary,
particularly in introducing Japanese and other Asian cinemas to local audiences. Interviews
and archival evidence reveal that BIFF has consistently curated programs featuring
Japanese auteurs alongside emerging Asian filmmakers from Iran, China, and the
Philippines, enabling local cinephiles to engage with diverse cinematic traditions while
fostering ongoing cultural exchange between Korea and Japan. Unlike Japan’s
decentralized cinephilia networks—such as the Athénée Francais Cultural Center, Theatre
Shinjuku, Pole Pole Higashinakano, and Iwanami Hall—Busan’s model relies on a hybrid
framework combining festival leadership and institutional support, which has allowed it to
sustain a transnational focus despite the city’s historically limited independent cinema
infrastructure.

Despite these achievements, the study identifies structural and cultural limitations.
Early festival leadership, largely composed of non-native Busan members, may have
constrained the organic embedding of cinephilia into local cultural practices. Additionally,
dependence on government and municipal support, while ensuring institutional stability,
limits grassroots initiatives and autonomous cinema networks that characterize Japan’s
long-standing cinephilia movement. Furthermore, while BIFF’s international orientation
enhances Busan’s global visibility, it risks privileging cosmopolitan programming over
locally rooted film practices. Nevertheless, the festival’s strategic curation and educational
programs mitigate these challenges, enabling the development of both local talent and
sustained transnational film dialogue.

In conclusion, BIFF exemplifies a successful model of a regional festival that combines
local cultural development with transnational exchange. By facilitating sustained Korea—
Japan film interactions and introducing diverse Asian cinema to regional audiences, BIFF
has strengthened Busan’s position as a hub of both local and international cinephilia. While
challenges remain in fostering grassroots participation and embedding cinephilic practices
beyond institutional frameworks, BIFF demonstrates the potential for city-supported festivals
to cultivate sustainable, transnationally engaged film culture, offering significant
implications for cultural policy, urban development, and regional collaboration in East Asia.
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