LIVING CITY, SEOUL

Living Forms
in the Living City
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3D Topographic Map of Seoul with Joseon Dynasty Fortress
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The urban order of Seoul is mainly generated from
its geographical location where the city nestles. Such
order is the result of Korean urban culture which has
been created through long history. Even before the
Three Kingdom period (AD4~7C), there existed the
tradition of ‘Pogoksik Sanseong; a fortress built along
mountain ridges surrounding valleys. Korean urban
culture and traditions are driven from this tradition
and therefore the genetic factor of the city-forming
elements lies inits territorial characteristics.

The geographical conditions of a city are provided by
Mother Nature. However, positioning of the city and

methods of using natural resources are determined

Inside view of Joseon Dynasty Fortress from Namsan Mountain.

by humans. That choice is culture and history. The
geographical condition of Seoul is in itself a cultural
heritage and a link to the past.

Therefore, the topography and other geographical
features of Seoul not only provide scenic open views
of its surrounding mountains such as Bugaksan, In-
wangsan, Namsan, and Naksan, but also have a deter-
mining influence on the formation of fortress, main
road systems and major facilities which are key urban
infrastructures. Minute geographical features are also
directly related to the formation of streets and water-

ways.

The fortress wall was built along the ridges of the mountains surrounding the city to create boundary.
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The Golmok-gil (alleys) of Seoul are winding and irreg-
ular, without any consistency in width. They normally
have a dead end and the intersections of paths are
three-way instead of the usual four-way stop in mod-
ern city planning. There are no exceptions. Such formal
characteristics of Golmok-gil could be formed because
of their gradual stages of development. Unlike instant
and simultaneous construction of modern city streets,
the Golmok-gil fragmented larger street in simple
blocks and each single piece grew in additional joints
one by one, gradually completing the whole, along with
inhabitants’ changing way of life over a long period of
time. As Golmok-gil developed and transformed their
forms together with inhabitants’ changing life style,
the urban structure of Seoul is definitely a collective
accumulation'which reflects the life patterns of the

people. The process of inhabitant-led village construc-

tion, it itself remains in Golmok-gil forms and further-
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The Golmok-gil (alley) of the Early Joseon Dynasty (14~15C) period discovered during excavation (Cheongjin-dong, 2009)

more composes the urban structure. Golmok-gil can
be defined as ‘Living Forms' that ceaselessly carried
on throughout the time.

As the structure of the Golmok-gil (alleys) indicates,
it was inhabitants that constantly renewed and trans-
formed Seoul until the modern period. The city was
the accumulation of living conditions of those vast
individuals who lived there. However, here and there,
unprecedented mass development districts occurred
since the early 20th century. The city which was previ-
ously established by the inhabitants transformed into
a planned city where new people came and settled in.
Small-scale mass development of multi-family urban
housing districts in the early 20th century grew into
large-scale apartment complexes in the city outskirts
in the mid to late 20th century. By the end of the cen-
tury, the size of development expanded into city scale

as new towns and reached its peak.
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The Layers of Time (Cheongjin-dong, 2004)
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Golmok-gil, a growing alley (Insa-dong)
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The circumstances which allowed mass development
to proliferate on the city outskirts changed at the turn
of the century and became more complicated. It began
with the authorization of Central Urban Redevelop-
ment Project in1973. During the 1960s and 1970s, Seoul
was filled with desires for modern urban construction.
The historic city of Seoul became the face of shameful
past, and therefore established various urban redevel-
opment districts in the inner city in 1973 to transform
Seoul into a new modern city. Deteriorated areas were
selected as candidates for central redevelopment
projects. Unfortunately, the focus of development was
on suburban outskirts of the city instead of the city
center. At the time, there was rapid population growth,
and massive housing supplies were needed to meet
its demand. The construction of new apartment com-
plexes in the outskirt proceeded quickly. On the other
hand, development in the inner city progressed slowly.
By the end of 20th century, the population of Seoul has
reached its maximum. Although the national capital
region continued to expand, there have been develop-
ment saturation and further development was beyond
its capacity. For that reason, the course of develop-
ment energy which was directed towards the out-
skirts, turned towards the center. In the center, there
were prior regeneration districts. At the turn of the
century and into the 21st century, the subject of urban
planning of Seoul oriented towards the preservation
of tradition and environment, unlike previous uniform
development. In reality, there were new proposals for
preserving history and tradition in Bukchon District
and Insa-dong District, and urban stream planning,
Cheonggyecheon Restoration Project (2003-2005)
was under its way. It was the beginning of significant

Naesu-dong, 1997 _ L{4~5 19974

change. However, this new wave was not effective
enough to cast away persistent social desires for de-
velopment and long overdue shackles of central urban
redevelopment projects.

Naesu-dong stands right next to Doryeom Redevelop-
ment District which is one of the first central urban
redevelopment projects in 1973. As Doryeom redevel-
opment project proceeded, adjacent Naesu-dong was
designated in 1993, and redevelopment areas were
expanded to include Sajik-dong in 2000. By the fall of
2000, under the enforcement of Central Urban Rede-
velopment Projects, all hanok houses were torn down.
Naesu-dong Hanok Village area was transformed into
high-rise multipurpose building complexes in 2004.
As Naesu-dong redevelopment project was nearing
completion in the spring of 2004, demolition began
in Sajik-dong. Before summer, the entire residents of
Sajik-dong had to leave, and new communities moved
in as residents of newly completed apartment com-
plexes in the winter of 2007. Sajik-dong disappeared
aswell.

In December 2008, a year since Sajik-dong trans-
formed into a new apartment complex, the city of
Seoul modified existing redevelopment projects and
announced ‘Hanok Declaration’. Its purpose was to
actively preserve hanok villages and prevent further
destruction in the name of redevelopment of deterio-
rated areas. In April 2010, a new urban policy was es-
tablished to preserve hanok houses in parts of Chebu-
dong District, near the northern boundary of Naesu-
dong and Sajik-dong, where hanok houses are still
densely located. High density hanok districts have now

been established as ‘Hanok Designated Area’ and the

policy requires new homes to be built in a hanok type.
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; Saj-ik.-qd—o_ng'c?'me-abeu.t s a village adjacent to t
= . imperial altar for offerifmgo
~ land and grain. The king performed ancestral rites
good harvest there. Naesu-dong originates from a vil-
I lage which housed Naesusa, the go_vernment office
e ible for managing royal properties and la
Sajik-dong was ormed since‘iq birth of Seoul, and it
. was avillage filled with hanok houses along the historic
streets. The roadside of N Ies_u-chwhich facesije

i} T
r e ] 'as a high-density urban hanok district since the 1930s
S e]nd until the early1960s.

r11ain-entran‘cE‘of'the altar, has long history as S
dong, and its southern slope has been mass developed
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re.place.ing, fading memory
HaleHs ZAL A7 71

Nevertheless, city changes. The past of the future will
draw near as the new present, and the new present
will erase the past of the present. The erased past will

eventually fade away in memory.
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