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My first Impressions of Korean Traditional Architecture

When a westner first comes to the orient he
is of course very impressed with the beautiful
temples and palaces of a past culture. In Korea
the large beautiful roofs and many colors of
these buildings along with their subtle proportions
make them very beautiful to the western eye.
These comments [ am sure you have heard
many times. So at this time I would like to talk
about another important aspect of the Korean
traditional architecture, that is the home; The
spatial qualities of most all traditional houses
either in the large cities or in the small natural
villiages I think are basically the same. The
major difference seems to be in building materi-
als, quality of construction and size. The unique
aspect to the western eye of the traditional house
therefor is the use of space and how it differs
from the western house.

1 came to Korea with my wife about one year
ago and we lived as Peace Corps Volunteers in a
small myen villiage in Cholla-Namdo. We lived
in a small thatched roofed house with a family
for about 7 months. Therefor I feel somewhat
qualified as a foreigner to speak about the Kor-
ean traditional house.

In general there was two things that impressed
me most. First was the smallness of the rooms,
the next was the heating system (since the mon-
th was December) the “ondel” floor. This small
room with the hot floor is a most unique feature
of the Korean house.

The westerner in Korea usually thinks he ne-
eds more room because our houses have many
large rooms and we try to spread ourselves out.

The Korean ondel room forces people to come
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together and I think it is a very good thing. It
is similar in this respect to the “fireplace”or pot-
belly” stove of early American houses. '

The characteristics of the ondel room that of
acting as a gethering point for family and friends
seems also to be a characteristic of the traditional
Korean villiage. Farming families live together in
‘walk-up houses built very close to each other in
mnatural clusters. From here they go out to the
field for the days work. This forms a real
community and community spirit that is not
known in western countries or at least Am-
erica. Our farmers live in seperate houses with
the land they farm around their house and this
acts as a barrier to any kind of community con-
tact with his neighbors. How on friendly when
compared to the close community of the Korean
traditional villiage!

This gethering function of the ondel room in
«case of the individual house and of the villiage on
a large scale is the fundamental difference betw-
een Korea and western architecture. To me this
is much more important to consider than style of
-construction, building materials, and so forth that
‘we architects usually use to talk about buildings.

In thinking about the large urban centers such
as Seoul, Pusan or Taegu now growing at a very
fast rate, I think Korea has a very unique opp-
ortunity. Countries all over the world are now
facing fantastic urbanization problems and are
seeking same kind of direction for orderly growth.
If Korea can restate the principls that guided
the growth of her natural farming communities to
reflect her fast growing economy in the large ur-
ban centers, I think she will by-pass many of the
problems of haphazard building other cities are
facing. This of course is very difficult, but I as
a westerner feel that a strong ordering principle
that can serve Korean cities does exist in her
tural communities if it can only be translated into

modern farms.
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