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Abstract. Megastructure and artificial land projects dominated the progressive 
concept of architecture and urbanism around the world. From the late 1950s to the 
early 1970s young architects developed radical visions of utopian cities and 
architectural apparatuses. These ideas have influenced the transformation of Seoul 
into a modern city, resulting in a complex urban programme where megaprojects 
are juxtaposed with existing informal areas capable of preserving the traditional 
milieu. The clash between these two urban settings can be found in many parts of 
Seoul. This paper will focus on the Euljiro area, in the very heart of the city where 
the Sewoon Sangga building and its surrounding area are located. The complex 
consists of eight blocks and forms a unique manufacturing environment. These 
blocks contain an organic settlement of small buildings organised on the original 
pattern of the ancient city in sharp contrast with the megastructure building. This 
paper focuses on the tension between these two opposed urban artefacts, 
retracing the main original idea behind the megastructure and the artificial ground 
concept and the unexpected symbiosis between the Sewoon complex and the 
organic area surrounding it. 
 

1. MEGASTRUCTURES AND ARTIFICIAL GROUND: A 
FUTURISTIC VISION  
Megastructure projects dominated the progressive concept of architecture 
and urbanism around the world from the late 1950s to the early 1970s.1 
Among the most innovative and imaginative contributions to the 
development of the utopian concept of megastructures and artificial land we 
can mention the work of the Japanese Metabolists, the radical visions of 
the Archigram group in London, the Superstudio and Archizoom in 
Florence, the work of Yona Friedman in Paris, of Constant Nieuwenhuijs in 
Amsterdam, and of Hans Hollein in Vienna. 
The main idea behind megastructure projects was to encapsulate the city in 
a single form, using the artificial land concept as a tool to mediate with the 
existing ground. In his Investigation in Collective Form of 1964, Fumihiko 
Maki defines the megastructure as a "large frame in which all the functions 
of a city or part of a city are housed. It has been made possible by present-
day technology. In a sense, it is a man-made feature of the landscape. It is 
like the great hill on which the Italian town was built…".2 As Koolhaas and 
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Ulrich Obrist state in Project Japan, “Metabolism develops a deeply 
ambivalent attitude towards Japan’s ground, which is usually too densely 
populated, expensive, mountainous, flood-prone, beautiful, or seismically 
unstable to build on. So, the Metabolists conceive ‘artificial ground’ 
structures that hover over the ground on platforms or pilotis, still in close 
relation with the topography even in its attempts at defiance, and 
occasionally lunging upwards, desperate for liberation”.3 
Japanese Metabolism developed the idea of artificial ground initiated by Le 
Corbusier’s Fort l’Empereur project in his Algiers plan of 1931. The idea 
was then brought to Japan in 1954 by his protégé Takamasa Yosizaka. In 
the same period, a few Japanese architects further expanded the concept 
of artificial ground applying it to projects of different scales. Key examples 
of the evolution of the artificial ground concept include the Sky House built 
by Kikutake in 1958, the Wall City and the Agricultural City, two large 
visionary projects elevated from the ground Kurokawa speculated on in 
1959, and the well-known Plan for Tokyo developed in 1960 by Kenzo 
Tange with the Tange Lab, a project elevated from the ground that aimed to 
transform the 922 square kilometres of Tokyo bay’s empty sea into a new 
part of the city.4 
South Korea also developed its massive modern transformation during the 
second half of the twentieth century, being largely influenced by these 
visionary projects. In the first years after the Korean War (1950-53), South 
Korea struggled to deal with a massive country-to-city migration, but the 
economic output increased dramatically and starting from the 1960s, the 
country has developed into an industrialised economy. Especially under the 
dictatorship of Park Chung-hee (1963-79), South Korea turned into a 
developmental regime whose aim was to build new modern infrastructures 
and large housing projects. Seoul was the centre of a process in which 
iconic projects were planned to reinforce the progressive image of the 
regime. It is worth noting that the utopic projects proposed by prominent 
architects as Kim Swoo Geun, were accepted and integrated into the 
national projects, negotiating visionary ideas with practical urban problems. 
 

2. UTOPIAN PROJECTS IN SEOUL 
To promote the construction of key utopian projects for the transformation 
of Seoul, the government established the Korea Engineering Consultants 
Corporation (KECC) in 1965. Representative architects gathered in this 
institutional body at the end of the 1960s to speculate on bold, large-scale 
and state-backed projects.5 Kim Swoo Geun, the most renowned Korean 
architect of the time, merged his office with the KECC for three years 
(1966-69) and designed two major utopian projects in Seoul. He planned 
the Yeouido Master Plan along the Han River and built one of the most 
iconic megastructure projects in Seoul, the Sewoon Sangga complex, in the 
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very heart of the city. These two paradigmatic projects – the first drastically 
altered from his original proposal, while the second built according to his 
plan – incorporated the concept of artificial ground, seen as an opportunity 
to create a new urban order. 
Before focusing on the Sewoon Complex, it is worth examining the Yeouido 
masterplan, which will help us to understand the importance of a larger 
scale megastructure and artificial land concept that aimed to involve the 
urban and regional area in a unique system. 
 
2.1. The Yeouido Masterplan: The Centre of a New Urban Model 
The Yeouido plan was part of a larger scheme that involved a new urban 
strategy for a significant portion of the river waterfront. It was seen as an 
opportunity to create a new model to be replicated in the expanded city 
southward, and toward Incheon on the west. The plan was essentially an 
urban laboratory for the creation of the modern city. 
The Han River Development plan of 1967 had the ambitious aim to 
organise the transportation arteries along the river while implementing new 
building constructions. Yeouido, a large island on the river Han, close to the 
left side of the riverbanks, has been used as an airfield since 1916. 
According to the plan, the island was to be transformed into a new centre, 
dislocating major governmental facilities including the national assembly, 
the city hall, the supreme court, foreign embassies, a business district with 
skyscrapers and modern residential areas. The island, so, was to become 
the centre of a new urban model for Seoul. 
The city of Seoul appointed architect Kim Swoo Geun for the design of the 
Yeouido masterplan which was started in 1968. He proposed an advanced 
project that incorporated aspects referable to the international progressive 
concepts of architecture and urbanism. In particular, the influence of Kenzo 
Tange’s “A Plan for Tokyo” (1960) is visible in the five concentric rings of 
the central axis, as well as in the multidimensional use of space and the 
linear city plan. Kim’s original project incorporated several innovative 
aspects: an elevated pedestrian deck in the central axis would have 
ensured the harmonious coexistence of cars and pedestrians. Other 
features such as a road network based on different speeds and functions, 
and abundant green areas and parks stressed the central utopian vision of 
modernist architecture and the functional use of land. In 1971, however, a 
different team took over and the original project was heavily modified.6 The 
multidimensional use of space, so evident in the elevated pedestrian deck, 
was scraped away in the new project, as well as the integrated use of land 
and the categorised separation of roads. 
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2.2. Sewoon Sangga: Artificial Ground for a New Urban Order 
Sewoon Sangga is the most famous megastructure project constructed in 
Seoul, which embodies all the main characteristics of the modernist utopia. 
It spans from Jongmyo, in the north, to Namsan in the south, and covers 
four blocks creating a one-kilometre-long megastructure. It consists of eight 
buildings built on artificial ground and interconnected by an elevated 
pedestrian deck level on the third floor. The complex initially contained 
commercial facilities up to the fourth floor and residential units on the upper 
stories. Although Sewoon Sangga was immediately acclaimed for its 
innovative hybrid composition of functions, it lost its fame shortly 
afterwards, in favour of the newly built neighbourhoods on the southern 
side of the Han River that flourished from the 1970s.  
 

 
Fig. 1. Left: Sewoon Sangga, Seoul, 1968. Source: National Archives of 
Korea. Right: Sewoon Sangga in the background with the small buildings in 
the surroundings. Source: the author. 
 
The construction of the Sewoon complex was supposed to initiate a new 
modern development in the whole area and give way to the demolition of 
the existing small buildings in the surroundings (Fig. 1). This process did 
not happen because the Sewoon complex lost its attraction after the new 
modern development shifted to the south side of the river Han. This event 
allowed the area surrounding the Sewoon complex to maintain its nature as 
a micro industrial complex and actually influenced and transformed the 
programme of the megastructure. 
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3. THE ECOLOGY OF SEWOON SANGGA AND ITS 
SURROUNDING AREA 
Nowadays, the Sewoon Complex, with its surrounding eight large urban 
blocks, forms a manufacturing hub with a diverse programme that 
comprises electrical and electronic products, metal workshops and printing 
firms, and where an exceptional community of highly skilled workers 
operates (Fig. 2). This unique, almost medieval productive centre is located 
in the very heart of the city, amidst expensive office buildings and is 
situated just south of the Changgyeonggung Palace. The whole area is now 
under tremendous pressure because, especially after the Cheonggyecheon 
river renovation, this productive ecosystem has become prime real estate. 
The several large urban projects which have been proposed over the last 
years always involved the destruction of the existing buildings and the 
relocation of the local craftspeople, thus prefiguring a tremendous loss in 
Seoul's diverse urban programme.  
 

 
 

Fig. 2. Pictures of the dynamic surrounding area in the proximity of Sewoon 
Sangga. Source: the author. 
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3.1. The Failed Renewal Plans 
The story of the different renewal plans for Sewoon Sangga is quite 
significant. The building’s original intention was to boost the development of 
the surrounding area. However, in the 1970s, the main urban expansion 
shifted to the south side of the river, while the northern area lost 
momentum. In that period, the businesses that were present in the 
surroundings had the opportunity to use the interior spaces of the 
megastructure as they were offered at a lower price. Starting from the year 
2000, then, Sewoon Sangga regained the investors’ interest. As a 
consequence of this, a series of renewal plans were studied but failed to be 
implemented.  
In 2006 the Seoul Metropolitan Government (SMG) promulgated the 
Sewoon Renewal Promotion Area and the Sewoon complex was listed for 
demolition in order to transform its ground into a linear park connecting the 
Jongmyo Shrine, north of the city, with the Namsan mountain to the south. 
This project promoted a complete tabula rasa of the surrounding area and 
the construction of tall office buildings. This strategy changed in March 
2014 when the revised Sewoon Renewal Promotion Plan prescribed that 
the Sewoon Sangga building must be kept although the surrounding area 
remained subjected to further development with 730% of allowed Floor 
Area Ratio (FAR).7  
Nevertheless, the failed restoration projects of Sewoon Sangga have 
paradoxically saved the surrounding areas, which, so far, have not been 
gentrified by the new projects. On the contrary, if the green corridor had 
been implemented, all the surrounding area would have disappeared. Thus, 
the green project, which was used to sell the idea of a more sustainable 
city, would actually have had a more destructive effect on the social and 
cultural fabric of the city than the megastructure building itself.8 
 

3.2. The Productive City  
The architectural and urban system created by the megastructure and its 
surrounding area embodies a rich and unique socio-economic ecology. As 
we have seen, any large-scale urban regeneration project proposed in the 
recent past would have destroyed this ecosystem. The ever-changing 
surrounding area, with its medley composition of the urban programme, has 
created instead a resilient synergy and has finally conquered the Sewoon 
complex, imposing its programme and creating a small-scale productive 
system in the very heart of Seoul.  
Nowadays, the residential units on the upper level of Sewoon Sangga have 
been mainly transformed into office spaces that accommodate small 
businesses. The new creative occupation of Sewoon Sangga has 
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contributed to strengthening the synergy with the surrounding area. Start-
up companies, design firms, and global networks such as the Fab Lab 
Seoul have created a unique environment perfectly integrated with the 
productive hub that surrounds the building. Here, an extensive network of 
small-scale factories and shops provide a fast and resilient productive 
cluster that spans from electrical and electronic shops, to metal factories 
and printing factories. 
The whole neighbourhood is a highly dynamic environment that is 
extremely rare to witness in a modern megacity dominated by business 
districts. Walking along these narrow alleys, the visitor will be immersed 
into another dimension (Fig. 3). The metal workshops can manufacture any 
products to support nearby businesses. Since the workshops are generally 
small, the workers often use the street as an extension of their production 
line. Thus, metal shaping, welding, folding, riveting and hammering become 
activities that take place in the public space. The whole neighbourhood is 
pervaded by vibrant logistic, crafting and purchasing activities, and social 
interactions are intensified. Other manufacturing areas include the 
electronic district in the northern part where artists, makers, and technicians 
can find almost everything they need. A new wave of young makers has set 
up their start-up companies here. This younger generation brings new vital 
lymph to the ecology of a complex where the young can learn from the 
older generations and at the same time support the work of the more 
experienced craftsmen with the new possibilities offered by the application 
of modern technologies.  
This rich urban programme is a fantastic opportunity for the city of Seoul 
that should maintain and reinforce the ecology of the area that combines a 
business district, a commercial area, historic landmarks, and a small 
productive centre in the very heart of the city. In this context, the Sewoon 
complex has become an exceptional reality that is able to integrate people 
from different social strata. The resulting public space, characterised by an 
amalgamation of different functions and qualities, is distinctive to the city of 
Seoul. 
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Fig. 3. Pictures of the surrounding area in the proximity of Sewoon Sangga. 
The pictures show buildings from different eras: 1970s (left) and 1930s 
(right). Source: the author. 
 

4. FINAL REMARKS 
The core idea at the basis of megastructures was that of encapsuling the 
city in a single frame. Megastructures have mainly been a speculative form 
of thinking to conceive a new urban order capable of solving the chaos of 
the old city, a hybrid between infrastructure and architecture. 
Seoul’s Sewoon Complex is the typical product of this modernist avant-
garde. Kim Swoo Geun conceived this project reflecting on the Metabolist 
concept of a megastructure that could accommodate further changes. 
However, the structure turned out to be a very rigid composition of volumes 
that paradoxically were transformed and reinterpreted throughout the years. 
The ever-changing surrounding area, with its medley composition of the 
urban programme, has instead conquered the Sewoon Complex, imposing 
its programme and creating a productive system in the very heart of Seoul.  
The whole area is a vibrant ecosystem that should be preserved and 
enhanced by the city of Seoul. The current policy, on the contrary, allows 
the construction of high buildings and the transformation of large sections 
of the surrounding area, creating a further clash with the existing urban 
fabric. The very peculiar ecology of the area surrounding this 
megastructure is an example of cohabitation of the large and the small, the 
temporary and the permanent, the formal and the informal. Thus, the SMG 
should seize the opportunity to preserve and enhance an existing system 
that is capable of delivering a unique urban programme and a vibrant public 
space in the very heart of the city.  
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