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Metaphoric Contextualsim

Hyunamsa is an old building, yet new. But in fact, it's
old. As a renovated work of a westem style house from the 1970s, itis old,
but since it is now hard to trace its original form, it is as good as new. But
then, it succeeds to allude to its past appearance through indirect speech
or metaphors, so we can again say itis old. The renovation of Hyunamsa
is metaphorical. There isn't a single scene that directly manifests its
previous form; they are merely traceable through the spatial frames. Total
destruction of the old house must have been out of the question, so the
overall skeleton of the organization remains, but its exterior skin bear no
visual signs of its history. In a sense, it could be beyond the usual definition
of renovation - at least in the sense we define it in terms of design, which
is the process and work of planning that is based on and partially
preserves the formal features of the existing object. The qualities of the old
can either be introduced into the new, or, in other cases, inversed or
parodied. Hyunamsa, however, has not preserved any appearance of the
old house. But this does not mean that its story is thoroughly distilled - itis
delivered through the method of contextualism. The keys to reveal the
work's secrets in design are in the formal characteristics of the
surrounding environment, not the old house. The presence of the old is
metaphorically manifested - without direct import of certain elements, but
through subtle atmosphere. This is metaphorical contextualism.

Hyunamsa is a typical building of contextualism. Its
first sight from the approaching road certainly does not impress the
viewer as a brand new building - it's more like a building undergone a
major facelift. Even when one recognizes that it is a new office building,
there isntmuch area where it actually feels new. Material, color and form
- the major elements that define the facade of a building - are all linked to
those from the surrounding environment. It is apparent that contextual
continuity played a great part in the overall design. The contextualism of
Hyunamsa, however, is not only that of physical similarity with its
surrounding environment - which characterizes the majority of its kind -
but also that of metaphorical continuity. The media with which such
continuity is established are spatial rhythm, horizontal-vertical
composition, and detail.

Sense of Rhythmin Space

The space of Hyunamsa is rhythmical. A sense of
rhythm comes from the alternation and repetition of tension and
relaxation. Hyunamsa starts off by relaxing the viewer with its three
volumes, easily laid out on the site. However, tension starts to build up as
one steps into the cave-like entrance. Looking up to the sky, the stress
hecomes apparent, as one would feel when trapped between a gorge.
There is still a room to breathe, in the bright light penetrating the
transparency of the glass. Next to the views of sky and sunlight is a sight
of spacious indoor plaza.

But even this is transformed into tension. Our
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relaxation is brief, and is followed by an extreme and dispersing tension -
houncing out of both sides of the glass alley, lights create reflection upon
reflection, inducing even vertigo upon the visitor. This schizophrenic
dynamism creates a sharp contrast to the setfled atmosphere stemming
from the use of dominant natural materials such as wood and bricks. The
repetition of tension and relaxation breaks away from the well-staged play
of these emotions and become intersected and mingled. This alternating
play extends to the interior, primarily through the grand void that reaches
up 1o the ceiling. The oppression one felt in the entrance space is
suddenly loosened up, but not for long - tensions return in the process of
reaching its various rooms, and in walking up the stairs that mercilessly
extends itself to the destination without interruption. The articulation of
space also follows the principle of the stairs. Spaces are cut down in all
sizes from large bulks and minute scales. It simultaneously has the
grandness of a skyscraper and the sweet charm of small objects.
Circulation crosses the bridge, passes the alley and finally disbands into
the rooms. Whenever a space is articulated, three to four steps of level
shift follows. Large rooms are abruptly broken into a set of three small
spaces. This spatial rhythm is a metaphoric reading of the alleys of Seoul -
they are full of rhythms that alternate between wideness and narrowness,
bending and blocking. In the hillock regions, they are further added with
thythms of ascent and descent These rhythms are full of abrupt changes,
with hoth speed and sluggishness. They create the physical, contextual
characteristic of its surrounding - i.e. Seoul. The sense of rhythm
manifested in the space of Hyunamsa succeeds in a metaphorical
expression of this dynamism.

Horizontal-Vertical Compositions

Hyunamsa is for the most part horizontal - its single
floor stretches along the site. Since itis not spacious, there is no room for
the vertical to bud in. Strange, that it still manages to provide a sense of
verticality as well. This mixture is thoroughly intended, as elements from
the two directions cross each other in various phases. In the first basic
step, the horizontal proportion of the overall mass is decided, which
directly translates into vertical proportion. The flat volume is cut into three,
now each with vertical dimensions, juxtaposed one after anather. A sense
of the vertical now dominates the scene, butthe primary horizontal aspect
leaves its vestige. This is the mixture between the horizontal and the
vertical. The windows from the outside enhance this combination. Amang
the three masses, the one on the right - the newly built portion - anly has
strip windows, in all three stories, This horizontal aspect is reinforced by
the window shades that stretch along the window, and creates an
interptay of axes with the verticality of the volume.

This blend is also apparentin the volume in the middle,
whose ribbon window in the lower level adds to the horizontal orientation
directed by its relation to the ground, while the vertical windows in the
upper story enhances the direction towards the sky. Plus, along the
vertical window is projected a balcony which physically creates a
horizontal line, when its view from the ground dramatically tums itinto a
vertical element. The complexity of such mixture is thus achieved. The
interior can be read in a similar manner, with elements such as mullions
used to construct the complex mixture between the horizontal and the
vertical. This mixture also seems to be intended as a contextual analysis
on its surrounding environment, which can be either the microcosmic
town where itis located or the broader context of Seoul. First let us look at
the district of Ahhyun-dong. Although the hasic structure of the old alleys
remains, many modifications have been made since the 1980s. The blend
of horizontal and vertical elements can be pointed out as a result of such
development, since the former can represent those physical
environments constructed unti the 1970s, while the newly built generally
has the quality of the latter.



This is not a phenomenon limited to this town - it is
virtually shared in all parts of the metropolis, and even bears symbolical
meaning within the process of Korean modern history. The traditional
culture of Korea (the horizontal) has been eclipsed, penetrated, and
superimposed by the industrial civilization {the vertical). Since our
modernization had gone through an intense process, it would be safe to
say that destruction or rapid replacement is more appropriate for its
description than juxtaposition. But such aggressive expressions are
arguably used in a negative sense, and in this respect, if there is a frace of
overlapping, it would be a counterproposal for our recent history, not its
representation. The alleys of Ahhyun-dong is somewhat
incomprehensible and grimy - within the traditional fabric, new additions
make full use of its space and the permitted height, ultimately
degenerating the overall living condition. To the eyes accustomed to
redevelopments that prefer to start over in clean slate, such mixture
definitely seems to be behind the times. But it is also important as an
alternative choice against the negative phenomena of contemporary
Seoul. This is not a matter of function or efficiency. The mixed facets of
Ahhyun-dong's alleys are a record and physical proof of superimpositions
that had been in play since the 1960s to the 1990s. The mixture of the
horizontal and the vertical in Hyunamsa is then a contextual reading of this
record and physical proof.

Details and Contextual Clue

Hyunamsa is a work of contextualism, which is based
on the object's continuity with the context. There can be many criteria for
the judgement of continuity - physical characteristics generated through
context, mental symbolism, or anything that can be subject to architectural
interpretation. The context surrounding Hyunamsa is a mixture of the
horizontal and the vertical, and the understanding of Hyunamsa can follow
two steps: first, reading it as a superimposition of this assortiment, ala the
composition of the horizontal and the vertical analyzed above; and
second, emphasizing the horizontal aspects within the mixture and
implementing a historical analysis on the condition of the surrounding
context. Stressing the horizontal can be found in its details, which can be
categorized inthree: first, there are the windows spanning two sides of the
huilding's main body. The addition of sunshades forms the horizontal line.
The second is the plates, whose sections are exposed in the horizontal
direction. This creates a strong line along the horizontal axis, the effect of
which is also achieved by the above-mentioned sunshades. The third
concerns the crossing parts, where details are ‘as much repressed as
possible. The basic elements themselves are primarily reduced to the
most simplistic form - wood, for example, are used repetitively as baulks.
Brickwork also follows simple bonds, and the detailing of crossing points
hetween elements is usually reduced. Some pieces of furniture the
architect himself has designed also have minimized details. Simple and
rough, they have idiosyncratic features of their own.

This does not mean that most buildings share an
extravagant ohsession with details. There are certainly many works that
have less detail than Hyunamsa. But those are mostly without details from
the very start, without taking it into account as a formal vocabulary.
Hyunamsa, however, has details and displays the builder’s great concem
for them. There are simply minimized, and this is what sets it apart from
other detail-less buildings. These details have the effect of oppressing the
industrial images from the field of architecture. It also represents a
freedom from the structural subjection, which is one of the obsessions of
contemporary architecture - one that can be linked from late modernism,
structuralism, and high modemism before it. The modernization of Korea
also experienced this state of mind, especially when itfellinto place within
the political and economic circumstances of the Third World.

As our process of modernization was a result of this

obsession, architecturally there is a negative connotation to it.
Approaching this issue from the world scene of contemporary
architecture, the structural subjection produced two unfortunate results:
one is the overindulgence on detail, and the other, its total negligence. The
former has taken place in the so-called style movements, while the latter
proliferated in numerous buildings thatwere not deemed as Art.

The modernization of Korea was an extraordinary
case where the latter phenomena were dominant. What we now have
surrounding us are endless rows of faceless boxes that, in the name of
efficiency, have erased details. The fact that excessive details secure the
height of the building is its synonym in the wrong sense. In this respect, at
least in our condition, extravagance of detail is synonymous with the
absence of detail. Both absence of and overindulgence in details are
byproducts of the obsession of structural subjection that endorses
condensed modernization, whose formal expression is the vertical line. its
will to form is manifested in industrial images. The details of Hyunamsa,
however, reject them all. The repressed details are returned only to wipe
out the absence of detail. But they are never overdone, since that would
be no different from its ahsence. The details of Hyunamsa stand against
the will to create vertical lines, which uttimately results in enhancing the
horizontal.

Hence the three representative details of the office
huilding aspire to become horizontal. All three have been extracted from
the neighboring environment, or from the old house before the renovation.
The first detail can be found in an old house that sits across the streetfrom
Hyunamsa; the second in its neighboring house, which exposed the slah
of the first floor to emphasize its horizontal line; and finally, the third in the
fence of this house. These three motifs from the surrounding determine
the details of Hyunamsa's formal language, and represent a contextual
understanding on the environment. As the details follow the horizontal ling,
the contextual stance of the architect can also be understood similarly -
details provide a contextual clue, which in tum sets the base point for
contextualism displayed in the overall building. lts emphasis of horizontal
lines alludes to its will to restore our traditional values. But this is
implemented within its interplay of mixture with the vertical, and what it
symholizes - the firm belief in progress - hasn't been totally denied. ltis a
sort of eclectic stance, neutralizing the radical regressiveness inherent in
contextualism by its forms, The contextualism of Hyunamsa is thus subtie
and complex. Double-faced aspects continuously found in this work
seems to be obscuring the intention of the architect. In a sense the
contextual continuity of Hyunamsa even seems too mild. There is a
paradox in contextualism that a continuity from the surrounding
environment may at times feel shocking. It is through this irony that
contextualism bears its importance in the history of styles. Hyunamsa
deliberately denies this. Its basic reading of the world confirms the
symbolism of the vertical in our modem history. The contextual continuity
is set within the boundary where the approved verticality becomes
harmonious with the horizontal. This settlement is meaningful in that it has
read our history in terms of interaction between mixture and
superimposition. In the negative aspect of our modern history represented
by mixture, a possibility of superimposition is read. This is then translated
to mixture again and expressed as an architectural vocabulary.

There is that period color of the westemn style house
builtin the 1970s, which now became the outset for Hyunamsa. Itis part of
the various formal phenomena that progressed the modemization of this
country, The alleys of Ahhyun-dong, redeveloped in the last decade yet
still left with vestiges of the 1970s, provide a starting point for the design
motifs for Hyunamsa. Now the remaining tracks will also disappear, but
leave their mark on Hyunamsa in 1990s style. When all things of the 1970s
vanish, Hyunamsa will be there to tefl their story.
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