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INTRODUCTION 

Foreign visitors to Korea today are often struck, a bove all , by the 
country's architectura l landscape. Republic of Apartment was the title 
of one recent work by a French geographer attempting to make sense 
of the prevalence of the uniform high-rise apartment blocks she found, 
both in Seoul and in the Korean countryside. A glance lower down, 
however, and into a few quieter neighborhoods, palaces, Buddhist 
temp les, and pockets of the countryside, reveals a rich heritage of 
ancient traditional, colonial, modern, and contemporary architecmre. 
Much of Korea's architectural past has been lost or demolished in the 
recent rush for modernization, but much still remains. This book offers 
an introduction to Korea's abundant and unique architectural past and 
present, combining explanati ons of the principles behind Korean 
architecture with introductions to some of the country's finest buildings 
and structures. 

Chapter One sets the scene by explaining some of the ideologies and 
perspectives at the fo undation of Korea n architectural tradition. 
Nature, it becomes cl ear, was a dominant factor in the combination of 
phi losophic a nd practical considerati o ns that gave sha pe to the 
characteristics found in Korea's iconic wood-framed, tiled structures­
which varied surprisingly little between building types, be it a palace, 
temple, school, university, administra tive building, or private home. 

Chapter Two provi des a n outline of th e histo ry of Korean 
architecture, from the first architectw'al traces of dugouts and lean-tos 
to increasingly sophisticated wooden frames and technologies. Major 
philosophical and ideological influences, especially from Buddhism and 
Confucianism, become clear. Korea's late 19th century collision with 



foreign powers had a cataclysmic influ ence on its arc hitec ture: 
international styles proliferated throughout the country afterward. 

Chapter Three offers a brief introduction to the basic elements of 
Korean traditiona l architecture, a nd the hanok, a term used today 
primarily to refer to houses built based on traditional style wooden 
frameworks and tiled roofs. The basic construction process, structura l 
anatomy, and materials used are described. 

Chapter Four hi ghlights ten of Korea's best-known and most 
significant tradition al buildings, ranging from Buddhist temples and 
Co nfu cia n royal shrin es to lan dsca ped lit e ra ti gardens and 
"Enlightenment" -era fortresses. It provides a glimpse of the variety of 
tradit ional a rchitecture in Korea and some of the principles th at 
shaped it. 

Chapter Five focuses on Korea's early modern architecture, which 
emerged and developed at a historically traumatic time that culminated 
in 35 yea rs of co lonia l domination by Japan but is a crucial-and 
fascinating-period in the country's architectural history. Its scope 
extends beyond Japan's withdrawa l from Korea and into the mid-20th 
century, when Korean arc hitects sllch as Kim Swoo-geun and Kim 
Chung-up began to create a contemporary architectural identity for the 
country. 
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Chapter One 

NATURAL 
PERSPECTIVE 
REVEALED 

Ageographica l treatise from the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1910), 
Taengniji (Ecological Guide to Korea) outlines the requirements 

for identifying an ideal site for human ha bita tion. A propitio us site, 

it says, is one with excellent topography, ecology, wholesomeness, 
a nd hill s and w aters. Topography r efers to the layo ut of the 
s urro undin g m o unta ins a nd rivers; eco logy to the things that 
originate from the ground; wholesomeness to the character of the 
loca l inhabitants; and hills and w aters to the area's scenic bea uty. 
Of these four factors, three are natural phenomena directly related 
to the earth. This refl ects the extent to which Koreans believed 
nature influenced th e desirability of huma n habitation; indeed , 
Korea's traditi ona l archi tecture is m eaningless in isola ti on from 
nature. 

Although the practice of geom ancy that Korea ns ca ll pungsu was 
introduced to Korea from China, where it originated under the 



Natural Perspective Revealed 11 

name (eng shui, it is actually in Korea, ra ther than in China o r Ja pan, 
tha t its influence has been most ev ident. M ountains and rivers a re the 
m os t impo rta nt e lem ents in pungsu . M o untains are need ed fo r 
ha rness ing th e w ind , w hile river s co nstitute so urces o f wa ter. 
Acco r ding to th e Eas t Asi an perspec tive, n a ture is a w o rld o f 
a bundant energy, or gi (often known in th e Wes t by its C hinese 
p ronuncia tio n , qi), that is consta ntly moving and cha nging . T he 

wind transports the energy o f th e sky to th e earth, while wa ter 
carries the e ne rgy of the ea rth . Thu s, a te rrai n w ith a proper 
arrangement of m o untains and rivers is the most effective means of 
harnessing the energy of nature. A site with an a bundance of natural 
energy is propitious, as it is believed that this energy will fl ow into 

th e people living in a ho use built there. 

Changdeokgung Palace is renowned for its design, 
which deters to the topography of its terrain. 


