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Between ‘Symbolism’ and ‘Technology’

Kim KwangHyun

(Professor, Department of Architecture, Seoul National University)

First of all, let me perfectly clear that this is not a critique. Too often, too many readers think
of those texts that appear at the beginning of monographs as critiques prepared by architectur-
al critics, however, this is only a means to manifest my point of view on architecture as an
architect through the works of JUNGLIM Architecture.

Therefore, my comments or opinions on the projects of JUNGLIM. I will put forward are not
criticisms focusing on any specific or particular aspects of their design. But at the same time,
[ have no intention to express some sweet complementary words and then simply disappear
Just as one of the third party members would do either. Even though when I began this essay,
[ did not have any concrete ideas as to what to write about but now I hope that this would be
accepted as personal opinions on JUNGLIM's work since, after all, it is nothing more than a
writing prepared with a hope to improve my work.

I 'am not a frequent visitor to JUNGLIM at all. If I had any perscnal ties to JUNGLIM, it once
offered me to develop a proposal for the invitation only competition of New Chemical
Process Research Center of Seoul National University and also they invited me to give a lec-
ture at its office. I met Kim JungChul and Kim JungSik at two separate occasions to confer
with them on school matters. In addition to those occasions, numbers of my visits to
JUNGLIM come within the counts of the fingers.

But instead, some of the graduates of Seoul National Univerity I had taught there have
become indispensable members of JUNGLIM and they are in active practice there, producing
works based on the outcomes of their analysis on what they have learned at the school. Also.
a large number of gifted juniors in the field close to me has worked at JUNGLIM as impor-
tant members and some of them continue to do so even today. And there is a very good assis-
tant who had been a student of mine and then worked at JUNGLIM for several years upon
graduation prior to returning to graduate school.

And also some of the students of mine who finished undergraduate studies this year are work-
ing at JUNGLIM now. As it is obvious from what I have mentioned above, I do not consider
JUNGLIM as simply one of the largest and leading architectural firms in the country but ‘a
prestigious school’ producing so many pupils, juniors, and seniors in the field of Korean
architecture. On one hand, I have never been able to form close ties with them but on the
other hand, it is an office so close and dear to me because of my personal ties to numerous

seniors, juniors, and students of mine who work there.

For that reason, reviewing the projects of JUNGLIM is beyond my reach. However, from the
senior principals of the firm, Kim JungChul and Kim JungSik and down to the newly
employed this year, students of mine, Cho Euno and Chun ShinYoung, 1 could only speak of
their work based on my friendly relationship [ have formed with them.

Their work could be classified into three periods each representing the three different head-

quarters they have been in up until now. Their work could be comprehended based on the




period when they have occupied a particular building: Their practice has first started at a
cubic building with openings just for functional needs and then they added a triangular prism
shaped roof to this building. They have finally built their own headquarters building at the
same place. For the same reason, the changes of the three buildings could guide us to the
direction that they have been heading toward until now and the direction they will being

heading toward for the days ahead.

From the point of visual images of their work. it represents solidity and rationality. Solidity
focuses on accepted norms. while rationality means their ability to apply efficient spatial and
structural systems based on their strength in technology and talents of their stalf. Perhaps due
to them, most of the buildings that JUNGLIM has designed do not seem to deteriorate soon
and they have worked on more high-risers than any other tirms in the country and they stand
tall regardless of trends that come and £o.

There is a book written by Richard Sennett titled. Flesh and Sione. [n it he explained the
cities of Western Civilization focusing on thoughts of human bodies. As stated in the fore-
word of the book, Flesh and Stone is a history of urban environment analyzed based on phys-
ical experiences. The word, ‘flesh’ presents how the intrinsic value of human is understood.
while “stone” implies the cities that man has created. What separates the work of JUNGLIM

from the rest is perhaps. I suppose. ‘stone and glass” under the same concept.

The two images, solidity and rationality, are materialized as formal order made up of stone
and glass in projects of JUNGLIM. Stone best represents the aspects of permanence, fixture,
and man characterizing durability, history, context, symbolisn. and sustainability.

Glass is a medium that presents elements such as changes. physical objects. and the time
characteristics of rationality, lightness, modernity, technology, and transparency. These two
elements as building materials are heterogeneous in terms of their characters and what they
convey but they have somehow coexisted side by side without any apparent conflicts in their

projects.

The coexistence of stone and glass become more evident in landmark buildings. The Central
Library of DanKook University, Toigye Memorial Library(1983) und Yulgok Memorial
Library(1988) used similar materials in similar composition. The rustic bases and sweeping
top are in direct contrast. Perhaps not due to the common interest of (those two scholars.

Toigye and Yulgok, glass is a common element most apparent on both exterjors.

However, even though stone is applied at the top of Toigye Memorial Library where most
would expect to find glass and glazing where masonry should be. glass and stone are piled up

on top another at Yulgok Memorial Library as if we would normally do at small architectural



offices. Inside. both stone and glass are employed. The stone applied in the interiors are
smoothly polished and the physical characteristics of it scem to substitute metal panels. In the
Yulgok Memorial Library. stone forms strips in between the joints and they adds more light-

ness 1o its ceiling,

The most obvious of their plans is strict symmetry. Symmetry of its plan is first emphasized
with stone ard repeats its emphasis with lattice patterned glass. But still compared to the
strong composition of their plans. the interior seems to strive for lightness, metals, and simple
decorations. In the lower floors of the Toigye Memorial Library. glass appears with the rustic
base and glazed openings create a cylindrical shape built with glass blocks. Glass blocks are
applied here as an intermediate form of glass and stone. Glass and steel frames meet directly
at the rusticated base of Yulgok Memorial Library. While polished stone and glazed surfaces
separate the rusticated base from the rest of the building, spaces in between the glazed plains

creates the pattern of columns.

In summary, elements opposite in character are said to be either coexisting all along during
the process of shaping up the mass of the buildings or directly related to each other without
any transitional elements. The transitional elements in the middle are details of the buildings
but it we expand them further, they are none other than stone and glass. To make the exteriors
more striking and interiors lighter in atmosphere smoothly polished stone tend to get closer to
glass and vice versa. As if rough textured stone in between the rusticated base of the Yulgok

Memorial Library would accompany glass. stone always go together with it.

A building for a telecommunications company finished in aluminum composite panels looks
solid as rock as if the whole mass made up of the panels were created with plates. At some
points of the building, aluminum panels are joined together as sturdy as masonry that the
whole shape forms the mass of the building but in other cases. decorations are added to the
panels so that metal panels are applied as if they were masonry plates. But in the later cases,
form often maintains mass created by stone not light compesition divided into plains. It might
be a tiny example but the formal order found in design of JUNGLIM is originated from pow-
erful mass as a whole. And very often, the masses are products of transformation of the three

primary building materials, stone, glass, and metals.

Powerful masses are closely related with plans of strong polygonal shapes. A majority of
plans in polygonal and circular patterns are found among the designs they have developed
until now. In a way, polygonal patterns imply juxtaposition of elements complete in itself but
on the other hand, they could be interpreted as integration of symbolic, core, and functional

factors. Polygonal shapes commanding the center of plans free in spirit are used for formation
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of powerful central spaces and divides up the overall masses of the building in order. But this
is an approach that stands opposite to onc of the important characteristics of JUNGLIM's

design deeply oriented toward technology.

The Centennial Hall for Christian Martyrs is a rather plain building finished in exposed con-
crete. The single-story high mass steps back gradually from the eyes of the visitors heading
toward the entrance of it at the court. Staircases at either side of the entryway. a colonnade
that decorates the facade of the hall on the second level. and a circular hall on the third level
and exhibition rooms at either end of it all stems out to either side while moving backwards
due 1o topographical conditions of the site. This rule of strict symmetry applied in the build-
ing manifests the noble sacrifices of martyrs for what they believed in. With such composi-

tion. the overall mass of the building looks as though three building masses sitting on a base.

Perhaps more accurate description is that they are not three buildings but elements are manip-
ulated so that they look like three separate building masses. The colonnade on the 2nd floor is
not an actual colonnade but more of a correction compromised to have the mass on the top of
base of the building felt light. The space that links the hall to either exhibition halls is con-
caved in the middie to achieve the central shape. However. the external mass has little to do

with the space inside since the discontinuity in shape is emphasized.

Ewha Womans University Museum shows one of the characteristics of JUNGLIM's design.
The lobby of the building in diamond shape appears once passing the entrance projected out
of the facade and permanent exhibition halls are located at either side of it. However. these
halls take up a shape of a polygon due to the diamond shaped lobby and the lobby space con-
tinues down to a circular audio-visual room. On the third level. four permanent exhibition

halls including the top of the lobby are all formed in exact diamond shapes.

What separates other buildings from this museum is that its design began with of which part
of the school it will symbolize and how 1o discourse it. The design of the building physically
formalized the blooming of a pear flower that symbolizes Ewha Womans University but then
what further reinforces such aspects is the column that continues up to a pedal shaped roof.
The columns are stems of the plant and as a resull. the building physically materializes the
shape of a flower. But on the plan, some extra parts are added to the exterior walls of exhibi-
tion spaces in order to visualize the trunk of a flower and they are joined with one of the

columns on the exterior only.

Once again. the clevation is made up of three parts here. The Towest part is a colonnade

intended to lighten up the mass and it is a formal pattern that has been repeated at the two



libraries of DanKook University. However, it should be noted that the colonnade applied at
the lower sections of the libraries and the museum appear at the surfaces of considerably large
spaces such as book storages and reading rooms. But at the Ewha Womans University
Museum, the colennade is applied on the art storage ‘or reference réom and it looks as though
offices related to the museum runs along the street. Therefore, this colonnade is net a product
of studies on internal functions since analysis of the functional requirements and that of for-
mal order are taken care of separately. The lattice frame that forms the upper floors of both
libraries of DanKook University is in effect another way of portraying the method applied to

the lower portion of those buildings.

Another important aspect of JUNGLIM design is their technology-oriented tendency. But yet
there is a clear difference compared to the other large firms in the country and that is perhaps
classical design elemerits have been often employed in their design as main formal vocabular-
ies, That is what sets JUNGLIM apart from the rest that would try to express fechnology
related images intentionally. The reason that the exteriors and interiors of those memorial
hall, the musenm, and the library built in masonry used as examples earlier are not united as
one clearly is found their quest for portraying symbolism and finding the key to formal order

from symbolism.

Even at Yedam Church where attempts to open up a new era in church architecture were
made, images of eaves, girders, and columns in traditional architecture have been revived.
But in section, the eaves of the building are not eaves in true form but they are so only in
appearance by extending the roof out. What looks like columns are not load-bearing members
but only decorations applied on the walls in between window openings. For these reasons,
following description of its design is not appropriate. “Illustrating everlasting quality of time
and space continuing from the past, the present, and down to the future by reinterpreting and
then modernizing the images of eaves, girders, and columns”---(Aug. 1994, Plus). Are those
eaves, girders, and columns of the church really modernized? And do they exemplify ever-

lasting quality that links the present and the future?

More questions follow. The explanation of Ewha Womans University, “Also considering the
monumentality for just one occasion and self-perfecting symbolic nature, expressionistic
application of compositional order might have little value as general vocabulary but it goes
well with the unique nature of this building.” (Sep. 1990, Architecture & Culture), is not
much different from the thought portrayed at Yedam Church. In other words, formal order of
the museurn is not general but it could be realized as an architectural object since the shape of
it fits what the building symbolizes. Besides, the diamond shaped central space of the muse-

um is considered to be a center of the school campus as an exhibition hall,




The symbolic nature of building mass and the inclusion of functions: To the architects. of
JUNGLIM, ‘stone’ is mote than just a building matetial. ‘Stonc’is strong and solid, and a tool
to manifest historical significance, while it manifests locality. Furthermore, it represents relia-
bility, permanence, and symbelism. Design for buildings at somé of the colleges start with
how they are named and what they mean for. This is seen as a point of focus, compiling
everything at a location. At times, classical composition method made up of three parts.
application of classical motifs at Post Modern buildings. or finding significance of a building
based on conceptual form and detail and then justifying its design is what masonry design of
JUNGLIM is all about. It seems so natural for large practices to .develop a wide variety of
program solely based on functional criteria but JUNGLIM is not one of them. They have
designed a large number of buildings based on their significance and symbolic qualities prior
to functional concerns. It is true that the roof of Ewha Womans University Museum is pointed
up so that it would stay in harmony with the rest of the campus buildings but the fact that
polygonal shape is closely related to symbolic manifestation of it once again reconfirms us of

what ‘stone’ represents in their design.

‘Glass’ that JUNGLIM employs in their design is actual glass because it could be another
way of discoursing what the new headquarters building aims to portray. In fact as indicated
carlier, JUNGLIM is a firm that has designed more buildings any other firms in the country
with their strong engineering and technical background. One of the areas they focus on in
their design is ‘technology’. In a more broad term, perhaps strength of JUNGLIM in technol-
ogy has been somewhat compromised with ‘stone’ just like the details they have applied in
Toigye and Yugok Memorial libraries. Although my knowledge on their high-rise building
design is rather limited, one of the examples that comes to my mind is the headquarters build-
ing of Donga Life Insurance Co. It is a building where both stone and glass were applied and
at the top, a classical and complete design motif was used. Also. at the Korea Yakult head-

quarters building, a classical facade design has been employed without any moditication.

“Technology' ought to be reprogrammed as functional elements now. Functions can never be
substituted as superficial design patterns as those of Post Modern Architecture. I intentionally
overstated on the ¢ollege libraries and memorial halls edrlier to point it out. First of all, |
hope, JUNGLIM should no longer find key to their design from minor symbolism and mani-
fest it superficial form of Classicism but tackle the issues of functions straightforward and
then move forward in the direction of formalizing it. But in this case, ‘fun¢tion’ is not that of
functionalists but something that guides into the new era of complex modern architecture. In
addition, stone and glass should be able to reveal genuine entity of those materials beyond
portrayal of details and meanings in and out of buildings.

This is not an issue of mere details. For that reason, instead of staying at the state of technolo-




gy and fixed ideas, the design of JUNGLIM should be the one that uncover the meanings

within the materiality for the days ahead.

This is something that concerns all of us not just JUNGLIM. In true sense, architecture of
today should never rely on mere decoration of materials of today but must find its real mean-
ing in creation of design by reorganizing genuine technology, engineering capability, and
complex functional elements to realize technology. In other words, JUNGLIM should materi-
alize ‘technology, a major asset of theirs into every area of architecture. It is their mission to
forge on a new type of architecture by challenging orthodox formal orders of architecture

established since the modernization.

The most important factor in design is the sense found in everyone's heart but this sense will
never change. Architects are not someone who sticks to only one method to keep what 1s per-

manent but reveals it in a wide variety of ways.

While preparing this article, I happened to come across Ben Van Berkel’s projects on a book
sitting at a corner of my desk and I would like to quote two projects of his to encourage
JUNGLIM for their further progress.

First. [ wish to use supervisor’s quarter located right rext to Bascule Bridge. This is a bridge
nothing special in terms of its location, as he indicz ed in the book. Seen from the point of
civil engineering, the bridge has no symbolic significance to it and it is unnecessary to rein-
terpret existing significance by providing any special design to it.

But then, he attached himself to the technological aspect of bridge and produced a small
house covered with sloping metal roof that extended out of the building mass.

As a result, he has created ‘a place’ with an identity where there was no identity simply with
an addition of this tiny building. His dedication to technology and his loving concern for an
ordinary have given it a place with character. However, what dictates the scale of the building
and has made it become of a part of the context are not the significance of the materials but
physical nature of them. The other is Het Valkhof Museum. Berkel thinks of the route that
every visitor to the museum could use. It is something that cannot be found in design text-
books. It is a powerful tool to reconsider the meaning of the facility.

Based on this approach, walls, structure, and what the facility means for have been reformed
in turn. Seeking design approach deeply rooted in the era of technology is a task in another
dimension unlike that of transforming symbolic meaning into architectural objects.

Generally speaking, ‘technology’ is inclusive of organization of plans, transformation of for-
mal orders, introduction of physical entity, and significance of urban environment, from now
on. The potential of ‘technology’ can never be included in the mass of a building, i.c., hidden

beneath ‘stone’,
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