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[Abstract]

Locational Characteristics and Social Functions

of Cultural Facilities in Gyeongseong(Seoul)

Sung-tae Kim

Graduate Program of Urban Design
Seoul National University

Advised by Professor Young-sang Kwon

This study begins from the question, “Did cultural facilities that introduced in
the distorted modernization process originally set the same location and perform
the same functions as they do today?” The purpose of this study is to analyze
the locational features of modern cultural facilities in the Japanese colonial era
and social functions according to the current of the times. The core of urban
spaces and facilities as well as the origin, publicness, and administration of what
we refer to as cultural facilities were created during the Japanese colonial era.
Moreover, research must be conducted on this period because it is necessary
to reexamine the roles and functions of public cultural facilities in the present

times due to the current focus on urban development and regeneration.

Culture is a material and spiritual product that is acquired, shared, and
delivered by members of society, and cultural facilities are spaces in which
various cultures are created, distributed, and consumed. Cultural facilities can be
defined as places of mutual emotional, human communication, but they differ
from traditional spaces and have grown remarkably at this turning point for
modern society. While modern facilities in the military regime were focused on

punishment in the judicial and penalty system, cultural facilities that enabled



interchange for assimilation were planned as “cultural politics.” Cultural facilities
were “contact zones” in which the Japanese Government-General of Korea and
the Gyeongseong masses routinely met, clearly showing the spectrum of
assimilation. This study therefore aims to examine the cultural facilities
established by various agents to explain the formation and change of modern
urban planning and identify the social implications of cultural facilities in urban

spaces.

The temporal scope of the study is the period from 1910 to 1937 in which
Joseon shifted to a war footing. This study analyzes the formation and
development of modern cultural facilities as well as strategies in cultural politics
starting from 1920 when changes first occurred in the ruling method. The spatial
scope of the study is the boundaries of Gyeongseong-bu, and the subjects are
libraries, theaters, and museums as spaces of visual culture that are exclusive

properties of modern society.

The analysis of cases of libraries, theaters, and museums established in the
Japanese colonial era showed that cultural facilities at the time blurred the
boundaries of a dual city from a locational perspective. There were a few
reasons for this: first, cultural facilities at the time were established in various
places of Gyeongseong as a symbol of advancement. Cultural facilities
introduced in the Japanese colonial era were located in the heart of the city,
with exteriors that differed from those of conventional buildings in terms of
architecture and landscape. The buildings introduced by the Empire of Japan
were equated with the West and were expressed in terms of modernity and
advancement through their “distinction” from Joseon architecture. Moreover,
spatial hegemony was to be seized by creating cultural facilities in nationally
symbolic spaces, such as establishing Buminkwan on the land owned by the
royalty of Joseon and planning Gyeongseong Prefectural Library and Joseon
Government-General Library in the territory of the Korean Empire. Second,
cultural facilities were used for the spatial assimilation of Namchon where
Japanese people resided, as a mechanism to attracts Joseon people who admired

advanced culture. Various modern theaters and Gyeongseong Gonghoedang



established by the Empire of Japan were located in Namchon, and the major
beneficiaries of these facilities were Japanese people. Cultural facilities that were
distributed in a discriminatory manner by the Japanese Government-General of
Korea operated as spaces of consumer culture that attracted Joseon people to
Namchon, where they experienced modernity as the masses, admiring advanced
culture. Third, the boundaries of the ethnic space, which was divided into
Namchon and Bukchon, were blurred by cultural facilities. Bukchon and
Namchon had been defined within a relationship of colonial authority pointing to
domination and resistance, but the boundaries were blurred as the economic
power moved north. Gyeongseong Library in Joseon was closed due to
operational difficulties, and the theaters around Tapgol Park were also run by
Japanese people, showing the way in which Japanese people led spatial changes
with the purpose of economic exploitation and the control of colonized people.
The boundaries were broken down in the process of ethnic conflicts,
competition, and assimilation in the private sector rather than through the

influence of the Japanese Government-General of Korea.

Moreover, regarding the social function of cultural facilities, this study found
that cultural facilities in the Japanese colonial era were used as spaces in which
people were encouraged to learn to become modern citizens. First, the Empire
of Japan used cultural facilities as disciplinary, government-led spaces. Cultural
facilities were used as the academic bridgehead of the continental invasion by
the Empire of Japan, with the intention to reproduce the discourse of colonial
rule as an event of exhibition and effectively ensure the discipline of the colony
by comparing it with Joseon. Libraries were mostly arranged with Japanese
books, and theaters and museums were used to create cultural gaps between
Japanese and Joseon people while also nurturing people to become war-focused.
As such, the Empire of Japan used cultural facilities to emphasize modern
discipline and establish cultural superiority in order to reinforce their regime.
Second, from the perspective of Joseon people, cultural facilities served as
places of enlightenment that led to the emergence of a new social class.
Libraries and museums carried out cultural projects for children and women and

continued to provide education for the socially disadvantaged. Unlike in Western



society, due to social education that was carried out rapidly due to Korea’s
colonial characteristics, cultural facilities were used as spaces of enlightenment
for refinement and the development of rational reason. Third, for the general
masses, cultural facilities served as spaces for leisure and entertainment. The
Empire of Japan tried to assimilate Joseon by contrasting the historic sites of
Joseon royalty with modern spaces, but the Joseon masses transformed these
facilities into recreational facilities. At the time, cultural facilities were more
like playgrounds that provided interesting attractions rather than places that
propagated modernity. They were perceived and substituted as spaces of

amusement and recreation by the people.

The Japanese colonial era is generally characterized by the military ruling
method, cultural politics, and military logistics. However, the displacement of
space by the Empire of Japan continued throughout the entire colonial period
through the hosting of exhibitions in Gyeongbokgung Palace and the
establishment of museums in each palace. Libraries were closed after the
declaration of the Joseon Education Decree and reappeared after cultural politics,
being absorbed into the public libraries of Japan. Moreover, theaters were used
as venues of propaganda used in government events. In other words, this study
found that cultural facilities were introduced in a different manner in the
Japanese colonial era and confirmed that their locational characteristics and
social functions varied depending on whether the establishment agent was Joseon
or Japan. The transition to modernity in Western society delivered the greatness
of civilization to the people through new public buildings as symbols of a
civilized city. However, upon experiencing colonization, Korea lacked
independence and showed a different process from that of the West. Japan’s acts
of randomly destroying urban spaces and constructing cultural facilities can be
identified as part of the process of assimilation. However, as can be seen in
many cases, there was no unilateral form of assimilation, and the use and role
of cultural facilities cannot be summarized in an orderly fashion. In other words,
for the masses, cultural facilities show that “modernity introduced by the Empire
of Japan” as places of leisure and amusement does not consist of such a

dramatic change as we may think. From today’s perspective of publicness and



universality, cultural facilities at the time are incomplete spaces that failed to
fulfill modernity, but the newly introduced facilities formed boundaries with

premodernity.

This study analyzed cultural facilities in the Japanese colonial era with a
focus on their construction as well as their uses and roles. Colonial power at
the time intended to teach and discipline Joseon people with a new social order
and system, but cultural facilities built by various agents were constructed in
Gyeongseong representing each stance, revealing various outcomes. Even though
cultural facilities in the Japanese colonial era were created as part of the
colonization project, the way in which the masses as the main agent used these
spaces was formed autonomously. At the time, cultural facilities formed
connections with various elements such as the regional atmosphere, the
modernization level, and the point of construction in addition to physical shape,
through which cultural facilities were formed as a changing subject instead of a

fixed object.

Experiences of modernity in the Japanese colonial era must trace the origin of
modernity from that time, even if it was a colonial period. This is because the
experience of the time created the characteristics of the present times. This
study analyzed the space and function of cultural facilities, which are single
buildings, along the current of the times as a contact zone for discipline and
enlightenment. Studies on cultural facilities are fragmented into the fields of
library and information science, performing arts, and art history. However, this
study analyzed the specificity of colonial Joseon in a diachronic approach based
on cross—disciplinary analysis, combined with urban planning. Considering that
cities are labs of modernization as well as the base of cosmopolitanism, the
significance of this study is found in the need for and possibility of

convergence between studies on cultural facilities and urban spaces.

Key words : Japanese Rule, Modern Cultural Facilities, Locational Characteristic,
Social Function, Library, Theater, Public Hall, Museum, Art Gallery
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