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Modification of Symbolic Spaces and Invention of Collective Memories:

How the national places in Seoul were reconstructed

through the colonial experiences?
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= Abstract

Modification of Symbolic Spaces and Invention of Collective Memories:
How the national places in Seoul were reconstructed

through the colonial experiences?

Kim, Baek-Yung

The demolition of the former headquarter building of Chosen Governor-General
in 1995 and the opening of Sodaemun Prison History Hall in 1998 show the existing
influence of the collective memories of Japanese colonial domination on the politics
of urban space in contemporary Seoul. One can find out some aspects of the efface-
ment and revival of the collective memories in relation to the destruction and restora-
tion of the symbolic spaces based on strong nationalistic emotions in post-colonial
Korean society. Criticising Korean popular version of the theory of geomantic injury
by Japanese imperialism, this paper analyses following three main aspects of the
restructuring plan of colonial Seoul(Keijo) of Japanese imperialism.

Firstly, Japanese strategies of colonial urbanization can be analysed into two mo-
ments: transplantation of the prototype and destruction of the native traditions.
Japanese prototype of modern urbanism, including such Japanese original cultural
elements as the shrine and the licensed prostitute quarters, is originated from the
spatial systems of traditional Joukamachi developed by Bakuhu regime in early mod-
ern Japan.

Secondly, the investigation of the process of the building of the two representative
symbolic architectures of Japanese colonial power in Keijo, the headquarter building
of Governor-General in Kyungbokkung palace site completed in 1926 and the
Chosen Shrine built in the Mt. Namsan area in 1925, reveals Chosen
Government-General’s strategies of the construction/destruction of the symbolic
space in colonial Seoul, which can be summarized as an Haussmanizing project,

putting emphasis on the visual effects of both the prospects of the location of the
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buildings and the aspects of the architectural forms.

Thirdly, the attitudes of the Japanese colonial power towards the traditional archi-
tectures of Chosen Dynasty can be characterized as apparent ambiguity, consisting
of two contrasting aspects: overall neglect of the value as cultural properties on
one hand, and careful considerations on specific objects in particular moments on
the other. As results, it can be said that the politics of urban space of the Japanese
colonial power proceeded mainly with the lack of fundamental principles, according
to circumstances.

The fact that the social spread of the misled popular version of the theory of
geomantic injury in post-colonial Korean society can be interpreted as a symptom
which reveals the overwhelming influence of Korean people’s collective emotions
of revenge upon Japanese people in the formation of post-colonial Korean
nationalism. It cannot be overemphasized to pay attention to the phenomena of
recent rediscovery or invention of national placeness in Korean society, in relation
to the social dynamics of the politics of colonial memories and the historical trans-

formation of Korean nationalism.

Keywords: Seoul(Keijo), Symbolic Space, Collective Memory, Colonial Experience,

National Place
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