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INTRODUCTION: THE ETERNAL
CYCLE OF LIFE IN SPRING
SUMMER AUTUMN WINTER AND
SPRING

In the vast landscape of world cinema,
few films achieve the meditative stillness
and profound wisdom of Spring
Summer Autumn Winter And Spring
(2003), the masterwork by South Korean
director Kim Ki-duk. This wordless,
dialogue-sparse film follows a Buddhist
monk and his young disciple living on a
floating monastery in a pristine lake,
tracing the seasons of their lives—and
by extension, the seasons of human
existence. The title itself is a mantra:
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring. It announces not just a narrative
structure but a philosophical circle. This
article explores every layer of this
remarkable film, from its visual poetry to
its spiritual lessons, and explains why
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring remains a timeless meditation
on desire, violence, repentance, and
renewal.

1. THE SETTING: A FLOATING
MONASTERY IN A WOMB OF
NATURE

The first thing that strikes any viewer of
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring is the breathtaking isolation of
its setting. A small wooden temple floats

on a lake surrounded by mist-shrouded
mountains, accessible only by a small
boat. There are no neighbours, no roads,
no modern interruptions. The film takes
place entirely within this natural world.
The lake reflects the sky; the seasons
change in vivid detail. This is not a
backdrop—it is a character. The
monastery becomes a womb where the
cycle of life plays out, untouched by
society.

Director Kim Ki-duk uses this enclosed
environment to strip human drama down
to its essentials. There is no escape from
one's own actions. The floating door to
the temple has no lock—yet it imprisons
each character in their own karma. Every
season in Spring Summer Autumn
Winter And Spring brings a new
lesson, a new transgression, and a new
opportunity for transformation.

1.1 The
Symbolism of
Water and the
Lake

Water in Buddhist philosophy often
represents the flow of life,
impermanence, and purification. In
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring, the lake acts as a mirror. The
characters row across it, fall into it, and
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are cleansed by it. When the young boy
ties stones to animals in the spring, he is
forced to carry a stone himself—a
concrete weight of his wrongdoing. The
lake never judges; it simply reflects what
is. This visual metaphor runs throughout
the film, reminding us that nature is both
teacher and witness.

2. THE FIVE SEGMENTS: A
DEEPER DIVE INTO EACH SEASON

The film is divided into five chapters,
each corresponding to a season. But the
fifth season—another spring—is crucial.
It signals that the cycle never ends. Let
us analyse each segment in detail,
paying attention to how Spring
Summer Autumn Winter And Spring
uses seasonal imagery to represent
human life stages.

2.1 Spring:
Childhood and
Cruelty

The film opens with an old monk and a
young boy (the disciple) living in
harmony. Spring is lush, green, and full
of life. But the boy, still innocent of
moral understanding, engages in cruel
play: he ties stones to a fish, a frog, and
a snake, laughing as they struggle. The
old monk observes but does not punish
immediately. Instead, he uses a teaching
moment: the boy must carry a heavy
stone tied to his own body until he finds
each animal and unties them. This is the
first appearance of the film's central
symbol—weight as a consequence of
one's actions.

In Spring Summer Autumn Winter
And Spring, childhood is not

sentimentalised. It is shown as a time of
raw impulse. The boy learns that even
small cruelties have weight. When he
returns to find the fish dead, and later
the snake, he weeps. This is the
beginning of empathy. The old monk's
gentle but firm guidance plants the
seeds of mindfulness that will bear fruit
in later seasons.

2.2 Summer:
Passion and
Attachment

Summer arrives with heat and intensity.
The boy is now a young man. A woman
(a girl seeking healing) comes to the
monastery, sent by her mother. The
young monk feels desires he does not
understand. The film portrays his
awakening through subtle glances, the
way he washes her back in the lake, and
the eventual loss of his celibacy.
Summer in Spring Summer Autumn
Winter And Spring is the season of
Eros—the fire that consumes reason.

The old monk knows what is happening
but does not intervene forcefully. He
allows the natural course of desire to
unfold. The young monk leaves the
monastery with the woman, abandoning
his robes. The old monk watches him go
with sadness, but also wisdom:
attachment must be experienced, not
suppressed. This segment teaches that
summer passions are not evil, but they
lead to suffering when clung to blindly.
The visual of the two lovers rowing away
from the floating temple is haunting—a
departure from innocence into the world
of consequence.
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2.3 Autumn:
Rage and
Repentance

Autumn is bloody. The leaves are red,
but the violence is man-made. The
young monk returns, but now as a
murderer. He has killed his wife in a
jealous rage after she had an affair. He is
consumed by anguish, fleeing back to
the monastery. The old monk does not
turn him away. Instead, he subjects him
to a brutal penance: the murderer must
carve the entire Buddhist sutra (a sacred
text) into the wooden deck of the
temple, letter by letter, using a sharp
knife. The old monk whips him to focus
his mind, telling him that he must purge
his anger and find clarity.

In Spring Summer Autumn Winter
And Spring, autumn is the season of
reckoning. It shows that violence springs
from the same energy as love—only
unbridled. The carving of the sutra is a
powerful visual: the murderer transforms
his weapon (the knife) into a tool of
spiritual work. By the end, the wooden
deck is covered in intricate characters.
Two police officers arrive and take him
away, but the old monk says, "They will
come when it is finished." The sutra is
now part of the temple, a permanent
reminder of the cycle of karma. Autumn
teaches that repentance is painful but
necessary.

2.4 Winter:

Isolation and
Enlightenment

Winter brings snow and silence. The old
monk is now aged. After the murderer is
taken away, the old monk stays alone.
He wraps himself in a symbolic
martyrdom: using the same knife from
autumn, he carves the characters of the
Heart Sutra into his own boat, and then
sets it on fire, immolating himself inside.
This is a shocking and deeply symbolic
act. In Buddhist tradition, a monk may
choose self-immolation as a form of
protest or as a final offering. The old
monk's winter death is the ultimate
letting go—he sheds even his own body.

Years later, the former murderer, now
middle-aged, returns. He has served his
prison sentence and is seeking a new
life. He finds the old monk gone, the
temple frozen. In the dead of winter, he
performs his own penance: he climbs the
mountain carrying a heavy stone
wrapped in cloth, dragging it up to a
high peak where he places a carved
Buddha statue. This act is painful and
solitary. He is alone, but he has become
the old man—carrying the weight of his
own discipline. Winter in Spring
Summer Autumn Winter And Spring
is the season of death and purity. It is
also the gestation of a new spring.

2.5 And Spring:
The Cycle
Resumes

The final segment is another spring. The
middle-aged monk has now become the



master, and he takes in a young
boy—just as the old monk did with him.
The film ends with the boy playing with a
turtle, tying a stone to its back, grinning.
The master watches him, and then
pushes him into the water to teach him
the same lesson he once learned. The
turtle, however, does not die—the cycle
is not exactly the same. But the
implication is clear: human folly and
redemption repeat across generations.
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring concludes with the door to the
monastery closing, and then opening
again. The circle is unbroken.

3. CINEMATIC STYLE: MINIMALIST
STORYTELLING

Kim Ki-duk directs with extraordinary
restraint. There are perhaps only fifty
lines of dialogue in the entire film. The
rest is told through image, sound, and
silence. The camera lingers on the lake,
the faces, the small actions—tying a
stone, carving a letter, rowing a boat.
This minimalist style forces the viewer to
slow down and reflect. In a world of fast
cuts and loud scores, Spring Summer
Autumn Winter And Spring demands
patience. It rewards that patience with
deep emotional impact.

The film uses natural sounds: water
lapping, birds calling, wind through
trees. There is a haunting score only at
key moments. The colour palette shifts
with each season: vibrant green for
spring, golden sun for summer, fiery red
and brown for autumn, stark white and
grey for winter. The director composes
each frame like a painting. Many shots
are symmetrical, with the floating
temple at the centre of the frame. This
visual balance reflects the balance of the
universe that the monks seek.

3.1 The Use of
Symbols: Stones,
Animals, and
Boats

e Stones: Represent burden, karma,
and attachment. Every character
carries stones at some point. The
young boy carries a stone tied to
his body. The murderer carries a
stone up a mountain. Even the old
monk carries the weight of his
student's sins.

e Animals: The fish, frog, snake,
and turtle are all tied cruelly in
spring. They represent the
innocent suffering that humans
cause. The cat in the monastery is
a silent witness. The turtle returns
in the final scene, suggesting that
life persists despite cruelty.

e The Boat: The small rowboat is
the only means of reaching the
temple. It symbolises the journey
of life between birth and death,
between the mundane and the
sacred. In the end, the boat
burns—an act of final release.

4. PHILOSOPHICAL THEMES:
BUDDHISM, KARMA, AND THE
CYCLE OF SUFFERING

Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring is steeped in Buddhist
philosophy, but it is accessible to anyone
regardless of religious background. The
central theme is karma—the law of
cause and effect. Every action in the film
has a consequence. The boy's cruelty
leads to his carrying a stone. The young
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monk's desire leads to murder. The old
monk's compassion leads to his self-
sacrifice. Yet karma is not punishment; it
is simply natural law. By accepting
responsibility, each character finds
peace.

Another theme is impermanence. The
seasons change, the characters age, the
temple endures but is empty. The film
accepts that everything
passes—passion, rage, grief, joy. The old
monk's death is not tragic; it is a release.
The murderer's return is not a
redemption story; it is simply the next
chapter. The film invites us to see life as
a continuous flow rather than a linear
progression from birth to death. The
title's final "And Spring" suggests that no
ending is final.

4.1 The Role of
the Monk as
Teacher

The old monk represents the ideal
teacher: patient, compassionate, but not
permissive. He does not lecture; he
creates situations where the student
learns for himself. He lets the young
man leave with the woman, even
knowing it will lead to suffering. He lets

the murderer carve the sutra, even
though it takes days. He knows that
wisdom cannot be given—it must be
earned. This teaching style is a profound
commentary on education and growth in
Spring Summer Autumn Winter And
Spring.

5. CULTURAL IMPACT AND
LEGACY

Since its release, Spring Summer
Autumn Winter And Spring has
become a landmark of Korean cinema
and world cinema. It won numerous
awards at festivals like Locarno and San
Sebastian. Critics praised its visual
beauty and spiritual depth. It has been
studied in film schools for its economy of
storytelling. The film has also influenced
directors like Alejandro Gonzalez IAarritu
and Terrence Malick in their use of
nature as a reflection of human psyche.

For many Western audiences, the film
was an introduction to Buddhist thought
in a non-didactic way. It opened doors to
other Korean filmmakers like Lee Chang-
dong and Park Chan-wook. But Spring
Summer Autumn Winter And Spring
remains unique in its quietness—a film
that asks not for your attention but for
your contemplation.

6. FINAL REFLECTION: WHAT THE
FILM TEACHES US




