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Introduction

There is a new church in a dense residential
area of Yeokchon-dong, whose name plate we can see after a
walk through the town'’s swirling paths. It had a home-like feel to
it, which made me delighted. This emotion, however, could not be
the basis of my review, since the logical self, though limited,
begun its own function within my mind. It may well be absurd to
define our many abstract emotions in certain categories our
minds have created, and all the words contained in our invention
of a thick dictionary may be, contrary to our belief, an obstacle to
our recognition of the world.

It is my hope that these words of criticism
should not be sought for definitions. Instead, it should hopefully
draw in the minds of the readers a picture of a church - a church
thatisn'tinterpreted through my judgement but one made through

‘oneself’ This may be what architect Kwak J-hwan, creator of
this work, often has called chumkyung, judgement made by

looking into an architecture of form™ and figure.
A House for Living and a House for Praying
What is it that sets this church apart from other

religious facilities? First of all, it is located among the houses of

various shapes of the town - a town church, indeed. This pleasant
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expression is appropriate to delfiver the sense of friendliness it
provides. In some instances, however, the church discloses
aspects where it seems to try too hard to become the town
church, which may have stemmed from the architect’s choice
between the quality of the context and the creation of form. Then
what could be best to justly describe the position of this church in
this situation? It could be a subjective view, but isn't the church
content with being inside the crack between the two oppasing
values, awaiting the final result to appear?

This could in turn be misinterpreted as valuing
this church with no characteristic at all. But on the other hand, this
point may well be the very characteristic of this work - through the
articulation of the structure and modesty, it enhances the quality
of the context in this town hill. The so-called otherness of the
church’s articulated form is in smooth connection to the irregular
shapes of the region's houses. By impression, this church seems
to be presenting a solution to the requests of the users and the
client, and thoughts of the architect combined. This fact can also
be read in the organization of its space programs. To start with,
the church is open to all directions, from which it can be entered.
Especially, the base on the left of the church can be approached
without any obstacles, inviting anyone who needs a place to calm
down his/her uneasy feelings. Children, now able to play in the
deck and plaza in front of the church, are also given, as well as
their parents, a meaningful present.

This does not mean that the holiness or the
various basic functions of the church are neglected. The chapel,
whose entrance is made to the underground in reflection of the
site’s vertical layers, is linked to the clerestory and together add to
the weight of the church’s atmosphere. Also, the circulation of the
nave is separated from the path of the choir, and succeeds in
fulfilling the functional and spiritual demands of the chapel space.

In fact, it is very difficult for the architect to
suggest some kind of newness to church architecture, since itis
deeply drenched in religious conservatism. It is further unlikety
that he can provide an alternative program to the chapel space.
The only choice for the architect is to choose from the various

examplas throughout history which follow the hasic composition

Korean Architect 2000 09 033
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of the nave, the choir and the chancel. This acknowledgement,
however, directs our attention to the base on the left, mentioned
above. It partly blocks an approaching person’s view, inducing
him/her to have pleasant imagination of where the stairway will
lead to. Quite different from other churches which are
characterized by the distanced and awkward towers, this one
seems to be close to its users. It proposes a new dimension to the

age-old concept of the church'’s holiness.
Becoming Architecture

What is the main subject of architect Kwak's
works? Since many decades of his career must have given him
insightful view on the world of architecture, it would be
unauthentic of me, with relatively less years of experience, to
judge his decisions. Though | have had the chance of coming
across some of his writings and have met him once in person,
there is the intrinsic danger of laying my own subjective point of
view on something where the line between the objective and the
subjective can only be obscure. | am therefore reluctant to define
anything. On the other hand, the main subjects of Kwak's
thoughts - the architecture of form and figure, the spirits of
architecture, etc. - may have stemmed from the very problems
which I nowface. '

That is, he may have wished to overcome the
dichatomic wall between the object and the subject through this
problem. In fact, he has once written, “a figure is a point in the
matrix of the subjective and the objective.” twaould like to express
this in the word “becoming.” There is only my subjective point of
view to back up my suggestion, but considering that my task is to
provide the reader with an image in the least, | believe my
intention can be justified. Frankly, | cannot clearly comprehend
what Kwak means when he speaks of “empathy of abstraction.”
But on the other hand, a visit to this church provides an obscure
hint to that question. It is true that Kwak’s first remarks on form
and figure reminded me of the theory of Alan Colquhoun, but |
believe it will be more sincere to approach these issues and the

becoming of architecture through an open mind than to rely on a
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fraction of Western academism. The issues suggested by Kwak,
the coordination of the subject and the chject, is not limited to the
forms of architecture, but includes the people who occupy them.
For example, the principle of becoming can be found in the irony
that what people feel can be considered most objective and the
object of architecture most subjective. In this view, the articulated
yet modest fragments of the church seem to be integrated
through the site’s context - in other words, the architecture is
vitalized by the quality of the site’s surroundings.

The friendly and intimate atmosphere of the
town makes the church the “town church,” while the presence
of the building makes the village a “church town.” Of course, this
interpretation may well be a result of one” s own subjective views,
but considering the intention of the architect, which is surely
more virtuous than wicked, it would be too confining to judge the
work only through the final result and reproach it with its
commonness. If the building is a product of the creator’s social
consciousness, we should view it with a penetrative and
affectionate eye.

To give the reader a clearer picture of the
church, I would like to present a mathematical matrix - which is
not necessarily one for the matrix of space:

(1{2()1)2)

How many set of numbers does this matrix
provide? This may well be a coordinate hetween the subject and

the object.

The Profession of an Architect

Until now, | have intentionally refrained from
mentioning the issue of the cross, which may be the centering
object of a religious facility. This was because | wanted to end
this review with a word of request.

The cross Kwak has provided to this church is
in a sense quite humble, yet there is a lasting quality to it. The
metaphoric reflection of the cross’s light and shadow makes us
feel at heart the holy sacrifice made by God. While most other

crosses of other churches, so eccentric and secular, shaped by

Korean Architect 2000 09 035
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the red neons, remind us of the bloody reality of the old ages, this
one has the sacredness which hints us the resurrection of God.

Itis evident that the path the architect has gone
through to achieve this effect was not an easy one. The life of an
architect has always been so - a sevice thatisn't received by the
general as such, yetis responsible so much for the cultural quality
of the saciety. The weight of double sacrifice was further added
with incidents like the demand of a politician to add a dome to the
National Assembly building, which wasn't in the architect’s plan.
We had blamed that era for such disrespect - but now, decades
pastthat times, has anything really changed?

I've come across a rumor that the cross of this
church may be covered with a red neon, just like those of other
churches. With a plan to revisit this place in a few days with my
students, this came as a shock. 1 do not know how to explain this

to my pupils if it actually happens.

Conclusion

There is a strong sense of what is truly Korean
in the works of architect Kwak, which makes us all the more
curious of his thoughts and future works. We may now proudly
say that there are a great number of meaningful works of
architecture in this land. The joy of traveling through this country
is that much enhanced. On the other hand, it is true a number of
works remind us of someone other’ s we have come across in
the past. Some may argue that a good thing does not require to
he classified into certain nationality, but architecture, like
language, is a cultural heritage. It stores the spirit of a place and
its history. Therefore, what is ours should truly be ours.

In an era where multinational style of
architecture is dominant, we may be looking over too many
issues of this profession. What we are accustomed to may be a
thoroughly western way of interpreting architecture.

May this church mark a meaningful spot in the

evolution of Korean contemporary architecture.





