
Girl on Fire
South Korean multi-award winning actor, dancer and singer 
PARK SHIN HYE is one of Asia’s most popular entertainers.  

Alongside her ambitious film and television schedule, while still 
only in her twenties, she also runs her own worldwide charity
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Words Rachael Taylor

P R O F I L E

“ We don’t have much in the way of paparazzi in 
Korea. I can live a normal life. I can get on the 
subway and meet friends”

W
hen Park Shin Hye tries on jewelry, it is 
wise to have somebody on hand to catch 
what she drops. She might be one of 
South Korea’s most successful actresses 
and influential stars, but when it comes 
to keeping track of the small and the 

sparkling, she is a self-confessed klutz. “I’m always 
losing them,” she laughs, making the long delicate 
earrings shiver and catch the sunlight. 

The jewelry she wears today is Atelier Swarovski 
and it has brought her halfway across the world 
from her home in Seoul to the south of France to 
shoot a campaign for the SS18 collection. Park 
is a friend of the brand, chosen not just for her 
talents as an actress, singer and dancer, but for 
her philanthropic work helping children. 

One of the 27-year-old Park’s first steps towards 
the limelight was taken in 2003 when she played 
the character of a ragged but optimistic orphan in 
a war-torn land in the music video for ‘Flower’ by 
South Korean pop sensation Lee Seung-hwan.

Park’s big break came that same year when she 
was cast as the lead in the TV series Stairway to 
Heaven, an epic drama that sees her character do 
battle with amnesia, an evil step-sister, a deceitful 
suitor and cancer, all to be with her true love. 
Nearly half the televisions in South Korea were 
tuned in to watch the show’s finale. 

This role is typical of Park. She has often played 
powerful women with strong personalities, and 
she is not afraid to court a little controversy in her 
TV shows and films. In the series Doctors (2016) 
she played a bully who must reform to achieve her 
dream of becoming a doctor; in You’re Beautiful 
(2009), she took a turn as a cross-dressing K-pop 
star masquerading as her twin brother rather than 
joining a nunnery. 

As an actress, Park flips from comedy to drama, 
and from the small to the big screen. She is as 
much admired for her pop music and dance moves 
(one compilation on YouTube has nearly 7 million 
views) as she is for her acting skills for which she 
has won 35 major awards. 

Despite her early fame and demanding career, 
Park attended high school, where she says she 
“finally did find some true friends and have a 
normal life”. Later, she enrolled at Chung-Ang 
University in Seoul to study for her degree in 
theatre. Park kept working during her studies, 
launching 10 movies and 17 TV shows. 

But all this comes at a price. While Park is a 
natural in front of the camera, she is not the type of 
actress who craves attention. “We don’t have much 

in the way of paparazzi in Korea,” says the star. 
“I can live a normal life – I can get on the subway 
and meet friends”

It was at this point in her life that Park found 
another calling, that of charity work. “I had a 
normal childhood,” says Park, who was born in 
arty and progressive Gwangju before moving 
with her family to Seoul. “I was given a Christian 
upbringing, so I learned the value of sharing from 
a young age. That’s how my charity work started. 
The more I share, the more I get, and I love that.” 

In 2011, she lent her star status to Stop Hunger, 
a documentary about starving children in Ghana. 
“I really wanted to go and meet the kids in person,” 
says Park. So she traveled there with KFHI (Korea 
Food for the Hungry International) as a volunteer 
and spent time handing out provisions and 
mosquito nets. “After I did that, my friends found 
out I had been to Ghana and they wanted to help, 
so the pool of donors became bigger.” Park has 
since been inducted into the KFHI Philanthropy 
Club, to which membership is only granted for 
donors who have given more than 100 million won 
(approximately £70,000).

As Park’s fame grew, she realized she could 
capitalize on the goodwill of her devotees, and set 
up the fan-funded Starlight Angel Project to battle 
child poverty. “All my fans across the world wanted 
to support my charity,” says Park. “It just kept 
getting bigger, and I wanted to build an education 
center [in Ghana]. I toured all over Asia and the 
money I raised was put towards this.” The Park 
Shin Hye Centre opened in 2013, and has helped 
more than 1,000 children gain access to education. 

Park wanted to fund another center, but this 
time she looked a little closer to home. “Ghana is 
so far from Korea, and I wanted to have another 
spot that was closer, so I visited the Philippines. 
There are a lot of slum areas there and I wanted to 
help.” She visited Manila, the Philippine capital, 
where there are an estimated four million slum 
dwellers, and the number of people per square 
mile is believed to be as high as 80,000 in the most 
densely populated of the rubbish-strewn shack 
communities. The overcrowding became much 
worse following Typhoon Haiyan in 2013, which 
made millions homeless. 

Park has made trips to see the poverty for herself 
and is unafraid to get directly involved. She spends 
time with children, and on one trip hosted a lunch 
for 150 young Filipinos. Eventually, after nine 
months of delays caused by political turmoil in the 
Philippines, the much-needed Manila Park Shin 
Hye Centre opened in July 2017. “I’m really proud 
of it,” she says with genuine feeling.

The coming months are filled with a hectic work 
schedule designed to make sure she remains one 
of South Korea’s best-known stars. “To make a 
movie every year is one of my goals,” says Park, 
remaining tight-lipped about 2018’s filming plans, 
but also floating the possibility of more TV work. 
But before the fast lane claims her once again, the 
sparkle of the Mediterranean sea and a day trip 
to Aix-en-Provence beckon. This down-to-earth 
megastar has surely earned a moment in the sun. ◆

STAND OUT
Opposite: Park 
Shin Hye wearing 
Mosaic jewelry by 
Jason Wu for Atelier 
Swarovski’s fall/winter 
2017 collection. This 
page, from top: Park 
at her graduation 
ceremony at Chung-
Ang University; at a 
fan meeting in China 
in 2015; and with 
models and actresses 
(from left) Lauren Tsai, 
Hikari Mori, Jesinta 
Franklin and Bambi 
Northwood-Blyth at 
the Coach show during 
New York Fashion 
Week, 2017
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