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Woo Shi-yong may be called one of the
principle architects of Korea in two respects. For one, he has
been a practicing architect for the last 27 years, since his
graduation from college, continuously devoting himself to
the design of architectural works. While his first 15 years of
practice is in close relation to the late renowned architect Kim
Soo-Keun and his office Space, the latter part may be called
the period of self-establishment. Putting by the many trends
and changes in Korean architecture since the 1970s, the con-
stant style of Woo is no less a reason to earn him the name

AR ZEHIR

of a principle architect. His professional record is in accor-
dance with the general paths of architects from Space, which
is ane of the strong forces of this country's field of architec-
ture. ltis not surprising that he himself has compared the two
periods of his career to the root and branches of a tree. While
most architects from the 80s began to construct architectural
languages of their own, Woo has distanced himself from this
fad of discriminative experiments. He instead exerted him-
self to the task of valuing and modifying the principles of the
70 s architecture, which was dominant at least to the people
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of Space. Considering Korean Modernism through Kim
Soo-Keun and Space, itis inevitable to view Woo in the same
critical frame. Another reason why Woo's work occupy the
status amonyg this country s principle work can be found in its
characteristic itself. After departing from Space in 1986, he
has independently produced a good number of works: the
Civic Center of Kwangmyung(86) and Songtan(88), the sta-
tions for Seoul Subways No.6 and No.7(90, 92, respective-
ly), the Second Outbuilding of Kwangmyung(91), the City
Hall of Kuri(93), and the Northern Welfare Center for the
Disabled(98). The most recent work is the now-open Cultural
Center of Seoul City University. A body of his architectural
works has been public centers, open to the use of various
people. This recent work also lies in connection to this path,
once again proving the architect s knowledge and experi-
ences in this specific type of architecture, which, due to its
formal features, irrational aspects, and difficulties in dealing
with the government offices, is not such an attractive project
for an architect.

It is important to recollect, in the criticism of
the Culture Center, the status of Woo as one of the principle
architects of Korea. In Korean architecture, criticism usually
has two tendencies: the first is a journalistic one, which is
focused on presenting an architect s new work: the second
criticism broadens its object, from a work of architecture to a
field that includes that work and the architectural institution,
the social backgrounds that create such work. In the latter
case, the criticism is not so much an intrinsic critique but a
exterior one to architecture. This criticism belongs to the for-
mer case, but whereas most of this kind, especially those
concerned with housing projects and small-scale buildings,
end up viewing the work as a direct equivalent to the archi-
tect, considering it as a mere projection of his artistic spirits,
here the center of analysis is the intention of the architect and
its working process into an actual material form. Roland
Barthes has replaced the object of literary criticism, from a
work to a text, emphasizing the creative and independent role
of the critic or the reader. Applying this to architecture, a
building no longer functions as a reification of intentions by
some or some peoples: it is a field of self-generating, con-
taining various forms of life through time.

The transition from a work to a text signifies
a change of function in the representations of architectural
form and space. When a church is reformed into a theater, its
cross ceases to represent the reverence of man to God. On
the other hand, a small cross on a commercial building, laid
by the people of the church which occupies one of its floors,
does not revive the meaning of a cross on the tower of a
Gothic church. Since the 80s, emerging Korean architects
began to discard the meanings inherited in architectural
forms. It was an attitude sarcastically scorning the
Postmodern tendsncies, and returning to the belief of
Modern period on the autonomy of architectural forms. The
negative stance toward representation in Woo's Culture
Center shares this opinion, but with a difference: while the
other architects seek new forms through material, structural
and tectonic aspects, Woo remains constantly faithful to his
own architectural language.

The Culture Center is located in the
Southeast end of the Campus of Seoul City University, b sto-
ries high, with a basement floor. The usual entrance in a

campus layout displays a broad road towards its core, which
is the main hall or the library. What strikes the sight of the vis-
itor to Seoul City University, however, is the curious absence
of a string axis. The heart of the campus is a rectangular plaza
surrounded by buildings, whose southern edge is where the
Culture Center sits. Following the road in the south of the
plaza, extended in the east-west direction, a wavering brick
wall without any openings appears, which is followed by a
block with smooth angles. This is the Culture Center, whose
features are erased of any signs of authorial expression,
except for green H-beams used as window frames. lts
entrance is made on the north facade, in slightly decentral-
ized position, which can be read as an intention to avoid sym-
metry. The Center is largely divided into 3 parts: the first vol-
ume includes the exhibition hall, the cafeteria, and the inter-
national conference room: the second has the lecture halls
and research laboratories; and the performance hall and the
museum are housed in the third. While the first and third
masses function as a cultural public space for the citizens of
Seoul, the second one is preserved for educational and
research purposes.

The principles of composition in Woc's
works can be summarized in two. The first comes from a
comparative analysis of its plan and exteriors, which leads to
a conclusion that it is the mass itself, rather than lines and
planes, that acts as a datum for the composition of forms.
The logic behind the structuring of masses is found in the
functions of each room and the characteristics of the units
formed by the joining of rooms. The determination of the
unit' s features are directly projected to its envelope.
Secondly, the spaces of stairways, halls, installation shafts
are manifested as an autonomous form, connecting the
articulated volumes or emphasizing certain parts. The break-
ing down of the overall volume is apparent in the works from
his days at Space, such as the Seoul Club(78), and is found
through out his career: for instance, Ramada Renaissance
Hotel(84), the Civic Center of Songtan, and the Dormitory for
llsan Textile Manufactures(91). The method of exposing of
stairways and other elements can be seen in the Regional
Administration Center(79), the City Hall of Kwangmyung,
the National Scientific Investigation Research Center(86),
and the Civic Center of Kwangmyung. These two principles
are linked to the object of representation or the intention itself,
that his architectural forms direct to. In other words, the vol-
umes are not containers of symbols, producing meanings
through the cultural conventions. He does not insist that cer-
tain forms correspond to some elements of traditional archi-
tecture. Neither would he define a form with values such as
femininity. A round column does not approach the viewer
through symbols but rather in a perceptual way: it eases the
edginess of a rectangular form.

Alan Colgquhoun has defined a distinction
between figure and form: the former refers to a shape
whose meaning is suggested by cultural codes and ideas,
while the latter is an autonomous one free from analogies to
objects outside of architecture. In form, meanings stem from
the intrinsic principles and order of architectural composition.
Colguhoun goes on to suggest that Postmodern architecture
sought to restore the figure, which was discarded by Modern
movements. This opinion had a deep impact on Korea in the
80s, from which Woo nevertheless maintained a critical dis-



tance. This also means that he is still under the influence of
Space and Kim Soo-Keun. We should note that the funda-
mental differences between the two masters of Korean
Modern architecture, Kim SooKeun and Kim Joong-Ub, lies
in their contradictory recognition on the issues of representa-
tion. KimJoong-Ubwas inarguably affected by Le Corbusier,
who was fascinated by the forms of ships and airplanes, and
used them in deriving architectural forms. For him, form, or
more precisely, figure, gains power through polysemy,
referring to some existing thing. From the viewer's point of
view, what is important is not the experience of perception
itself but the cognitive object comprehended via the experi-
ence. On the contrary, for Kim Soo-Keun, who learned of the
Western Modernization through the medium of Japan, form
should be free from cultural and social connotations of
Foreign origin. This is all the more apparent since there were
debates on “Japanese aspects” of his works. Going through
these unproductive controversies, it is quite imaginable that
he became to prefer forms of self-regulation to those which
are heavily soaked in cultural backgrounds. Many architects
from Space has then came up with architectural languages
of their own, but it could be said that this basic thought on
form remains intact among them. What distinguishes Woo
from these other architects is the coherence with which he
revalues the works of Space and himself.

His works, including the Culture Center,
however, has the risk of being deemed, by those who are
opposed to the Modern Movement, a retro product of func-
tionalism. The way functional features become linked direct-
ly to form of the volurme may act as a proof that a principle of
achieving wholeness from the overall composition is relative-
ly weak. The green H-beams and lines of the window frames
are more secondary additions than indispensible elements,
which was also the case with the horizontal lines that go
through the volume of Kwangmyung City Hall. The unfortu-
nate fact that the open lobbies of the first, second and third
floor are not connected vertically was due to the layout of the
entrance to the international conference room. This is all the

more regrettable since it clearly shows that the principle of
indoor composition, like that of the exterior, has been altered
by partial logics of function. The curtain walls that cover the
second and third floors, irrespective of its unlinked indoor
spaces, has a striking effect on its outside viewers, but dimin-
ishes its logical, visual power of mass composition. Also, in
an age when architects start to ask ontological meanings of
materials, could his constant preference for red bricks be
something more than an obstinate obsession since his days
at Space?

The Culture Center, a sort of hybrid between
public cultural spaces for the citizens of Seoul and a space of
education for the University s students, has once been called
General Lecture Hall, discarding its function of cultural activi-
ties, and is now renamed as Hall of Natural Science, empha-
sizing its role as research center for professors and students.
While the first alternation faced no resistance from its arbi-
trary users,, i.e. the Seoul citizens, the latter change of name
has met a strong protest from the students, who considered
this a denial of their rights for active usage of this building.
The Culture Center, now called the Hall of Natural Science,
has now left the hands of its creator, and entered the domain
of self-generation. The exhibition hall is now used as a cafe-
teria for faculty members, and the museum space for the cit-
izens is occupied by hallways and rooms. Large devices for
experiments fill the hallways of the fifth floor. It may be the
dynamical functions of the spaces, not the cognitive issues of
representation or unrepresentation forms, that characterize
Woo's architecture. The belief of the architect that a work of
architecture concerns not its creator or abstract viewers but its
users, is more a sign of his humanistic approach to this field
than a negation of formal logics. The fact that we can trace
his path spanning a quarter century sufficiently proves his
importance in Korean architecture. Among the out-of-control
trials and experiments, ruling the field of architecture since
the 90s, his stance and role seems all the more meaningful,
and necessary.
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