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korea’s happy towns

idyllic hubs for artistic production, creative thought

and idealized living
g Oh Kim

Southforea's national psyc : gec stating under the surface as Korea became a world economic power, Kim
Dae-ilinc unsh dlicy took shape and finally erupted as a writhing flood of peopl oul
ina s of red (the n al tec ) ing the World Cup celebrations. Korea hosted the event with Japan in 2002, its historic
nemdlis—further evidence of changes in self-perception and shifting allian The event and the success of the Korean team (they
[ /madBit to the semifinal) finally confirmed the national hope that Korea was now a global player on equal footing with the most
irosllrons nations of Europe as and Asia. This newfound confidence and optimism is visible in recent negotiations with
: gpan and . China.
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des in South Korea, which have been driven by fear of an
ion from the north, defin the national psyche since the
n War. Over the last thirty years, this fear has forced
elopment in Seoul to the south side of the Han River, behind
atural moat—both a symbolic break in the land and a
al barrier to a potential land invasion. But the river is a Jekyll
nd Hyde personality: on the one hand it provides safety while
ther it serves as a possible conduit for a waterborne
norasap tial weapon of mass destruction (North
has considered using an enormous dam in the north fo
Lmd hr:ld an u"‘stoppﬂblt. mass of water that could be
ith chainlink and razor wire
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The Unification Highway dead
ends into a razor wire fence at
the DMZ, where anyone who
continues on the path would
instantly be shot.
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Housing in Korea has increasingly been buill along the base
of the many mountains that occupy Seoul, the only open
areas in the hyper-dense chaotic urban fabric. When
building these sites, developers cut into the siope of the
mountain, erasing the form and history of the landscape
fo make a level tabula rasa upon which to build, The
byproducts of these cufs into the landscape are multistory
retaining walls behind the apariment buildings. The existing
slope becomes a series of vertical and horizontal surfaces.
like a pixilated image of the original mountain, Though the
physical presence of the mountain is erased. its form. history
and meaning reemerge in marketing materials. The
developments are named fo evoke natural mountain life
and sold with aerial views that exaggerate the natural
features of the mountain.

Counter to the typical development in Seoul, the Heyri
master plan looked fo the landscape to generate the form
of the development, converting the structure of the land
into the structure of the city. Five 'mountains' left as green
landscapes and visual markers within the development
distinguish the master plan, maintaining the most distinctive
landscape elements in the virgin site and also referring to
the open mountains in Seoul. The roads meander their way
through the development following the existing contour
lines and respecting existing landscape features such as
streams and significant trees. The master plan requires that
buildings built along the base of the five mountains step
up along the slope, rather than the slope being stepped
to accommodate the building—a reversal of the fypical
development strafegies in Seoul. The landscape is now a
point of differentiation, an asset rather than a pure
commodity. This is possible as a strategy because of the
relatively low density of the surrounding rural area. It will
be interesting to see how the increase in value will affect
these green zones; already one of the mountains has been
razed to provide a base for a shopping mall, and it is hard
to imagine an extended resistance to the development
of these open areas as the economic value of the land
increases over fime with the development of existing lots.

Unlike themed developments in the United States, such as
Florida's Seaside, that tend to focus on leisure. getaways
and a small fown typology (the characteristic
Urbanism). the theme in Korea is more often ce
production—cultural production in Heyri or literc
production in Paju Book City, another nearby ce
The master plan requires that a percentage of every building
be dedicated to cultural or social/gro activity, The
organization is not a nostalgic returm fc

forward-looking, optimistic projection of an idealize
The focus on ecology, open ices and a modem
as a reflection of idealized living is o reac
Korean development. The goal |
city, where each building
socic ltural component.
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Heyri’s collection of significant
architectural objects are exhibited
in a landscape in much the same way
that Donald Judd’s sculptural objects
occupy the landscape in Marfa,
Texas.

Along with these considerations of the landscape and the
socioeconomic vision, Heyri pushes purely formal/aesthetic
requirements encouraging modern houses built of concrete,
stone, glass and steel. These formal directives aim fo create
a collection of significant architectural objects in the
landscape. This focus can lead one to imagine the
development as an architectural art park where the buildings
are objects exhibited in a landscape in much the same way
that Donald Judd's sculptural objects occupy the landscape
in Marfa, Texas. Coincidentally, Marfa, like Heyri, was also
an abandoned military facility. In Marfa today, the previous
use is almost irelevant to the art park. In the case of Heyri,
the shift from military occupation of the site to a semi-utopian
development parallels the shifting relationship between
North and South.

The image of this museum of idealized living can be
compared with its grotesque twin, Kijong-d ,on the North
Korean side of the border. From the South Korean viewing
platform, called [not without irony) Freedom House, the
village of Kijjong-dong, which means Peace Village. is clearly
visible. This Potemkin city is an empty piece int ited
only by guards who blare North Korean propaganda from
loudspeakers. The names of these places—Freedom House,
Peace Village or Unification Highway, the latter a highway
that dead ends into a razor wire fence at the DML, where
anyone who continues on the path would instantly be shot—
are evidence of the profound paranoid schizophrenia
affecting both North and South Korea. This same condition
may explain how hyper-dense apartment blocks within the
unrelentingly overdeveloped parts of Seoul can be named
‘Nature Poem' or other such doublespeak names. From the
Fi ym House viewing platform you can turn from the view
of Kijong-dong to see Heyri Art Valley. Heyri's existence in
this iIncongruous setting is evidence of South Korea's renewed
optimism in a collaborative and mutually eficial future
relationship between North and South, a confidence founded

on a newly confirmed national identity

opened satellites in or moved entirely
have built getaways from Seoul, not primary residences. Bul
if Hewyr is o work -cessfully, the full-time community will
> {o grow significantly the dewve ) xecome
paradigm for a new way of living in Kore driven more
by quality of life—the houses have to be more than vacation

weekend homes and the mixed program n

established and maintained. (Our own project for Dalki
Theme Park faced this challenge of balancing a profilc 1ble
retail facllity with the desire to offer educational exhibils and

spaces.) It will be interesting to see how yri evolves and

how the economic pressures created by ifs own succe

transform the area in the fulure




