
Borrowed  Past
REEXAMINING  HIGH-DENSITY Housing  IN  SOUTH  KOREA

Problem

Haeundae is one of the newest and most modern neighborhoods 
in Busan. The beach draws everyone from the very young to the 
very old to this area making it lively at any time of the year. The 
boardwalk is always filled with performers and musicians playing 
music for all ages and crowds gather for the many festivals that 
take place there throughout the year.

Haeundae

Site  Photos

South Korea has made a lot of progress in the last 6 decades; 
from being one of the poorest countries to having the 11th largest 
economy in the world. The country transformed rapidly after the 
Korean War and today represents one of the most technological 
and modern countries on earth. However, this transformation did 
not happen without sacrifices. The rapid economic growth and 
urbanization led to a shortage in housing within the cities. 

To accommodate the influx of new residents, traditional Korean 
homes, called Hanoks, were leveled, along with thousands of 
years of history, to make room for faceless apartment blocks that 
do nothing to respect and honor their culture. For decades, this 
approach went largely unopposed because it was seen as the 
fastest way to modernize. Today Koreans have woken up and 
realized that centuries of tradition have been destroyed in the 
name of progress. The housing blocks that replaced many of the 
traditional neighborhoods are not meeting the needs of residents. 

Every year, residents gather here on the first full moon of the year 
to make wishes of good fortune as the moon rises above the 
horizon. In spring visitors flock to the area to view the cherry 
blossoms before they fall like rain and welcome the summer. 
During the warm summer weekends local artists sell their goods 
at an outdoor marketplace ensuring that the area remains busy.

The ocean stretches out from the south all the way to the horizon. 
Looking west from the neighborhood you are guaranteed to see 
Haeundae Beach and the shimmering skyline of the city beyond. 
The area is filled with short concrete buildings that were built in 
the late 1980s. They line the streets and are separated by narrow 
alleyways; which created a maze-like network that cuts through 
the neighborhoods and connect the main roads.  
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How can architecture    
help reconnect us with 
our  past ?
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Mass  Migration  to  Urban areas
2010  Estimates 
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Vertical arrangements 
allow for most of the 
units to have a private 
garden space. However, 
privacy is compromised 
due to the nature of 
stacking. 

Two standard modules 
were designed using 
simple geometric forms; 
allowing for maximum 
stackable configurations. 

Standard Module
Iteration 1 Form study 1 

Vertical Arrangement
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H o r i z o n t a l 
arrangements result in 
too much land being 
required to be feasible 
for a country like South 
Korea where only 30% 
of the land is buildable.

Habitat 67 is a great example of how a 
building can be arranged to give each 
unit access to natural light and outdoor 
space. Not only that, this arrangement 
also creates an active community 
atmosphere. However, it compromises 
privacy of its residents. 

Reintroducing the lively, social atmosphere you find on 
any street into a vertical housing solution is key to 
helping provide active social spaces for residents to 
meet and interact with each other on a daily basis. 
Providing a variety of spaces with different sizes and 
levels of privacy is essential to creating a successful 
community atmosphere. It has been shown that over 
time and through increased encounters residents are 
more likely to form a strong community bond.

Wooden Screens were an 
integral part of traditional 
Korean architecture. Not 
only did they keep the cold 
weather out but they also 
gave the residents privacy 
and flexibility over their 
space.  

Standard ModuleHabitat 67
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Traditional Screens
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Vertical Street Plans Utilizing Kan System
Iteration 2

Screen Systems Form Study 4
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Gardens Shifted to the Exterior 
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Traditionally,  
what  were  Koreans  
attitudes  towards  nature?
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The design and material should 
embrace imperfections found in nature.

Inclusiveness 

Priority is given to the overall balance  of 
a design rather than to ornate details.

Non-artificiality 

The design should express innate 
beauty rather than superficial aesthetic.

Contemplativeness 

The design should not call excessive 
attention to itself.

Modesty 

Dae Cheong

Traditional Wooden Screen Designs Contemporary iteration
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Traditional iteration 1 Traditional Iteration 2

Ordering   system:  Kan
1 Kan refers to the space created by four 
posts. The distance between the posts was 
not always uniform and ranged from 180cm 
to 300cm. Distances were determined by 
the availability and length of building 
materials. 

Dae Cheong
The Daecheong had a large wooden floor 
and served as a multi-purpose space that 
adapted its use as needed. In hot summer 
months the wood floor remained cool and 
with the removal of a panelled wall breezes 
could move freely through the space. 

Traditional  Urban  Layout
Narrow streets, offering privacy, lead to 
larger thoroughfares where residents 
gather and socialize.
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