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CHAPTER 5  
PRECEDENTS AND DIMENSIONAL LOGICS OF SEOUL’S GRIDS
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12. Chinese ideal city plan.

cITY AS A ModEL 
The chinese/Korean/Japanese cities

the majority of traditional chinese cities, especially for those on the northern china 
plain, were carefully designed according to the philosophical and Feng shui theory, 
featuring square or rectangular city wall, rectilinear road grid, and symmetrical 
layout. they were planned as one entity.  according to the rites of Zhou, the inner 
system of the city was also planned. on each side of the city there were three 
gates, which lead into the nine main streets that crisscross the city and define 
its grid pattern. the royal court was situated in the south, the marketplace in the 
north, the Imperial ancestral temple in the east and the altar to the gods of land 
and grain in the west. the main street was from north to south and was therefore 
wider. the streets divided the city into small blocks, which were also surrounded 
by walls and built as small cosmos. Inside the blocks there were several courtyard 
houses and the organization of this system was based on the organization of the 
city. the houses were organized through classes and jobs of the inhabitants.

Walls and streets formed the ancient chinese city. the wall was a method of 
division and it gathered the different contents of life. the wall limited the internal 
and the outside space.  regardless of whether it is the courtyard wall, the palace 
wall or the city wall, its function was always similar - to limit the life domain. the 
wall itself also became the symbol of the city life domain. For instance people 
easily distinguished the big yellow tile red ochre wall where the king lived from the 
common people’s house grey and tile white wall. the wall formed the shape as well 
as the rank of the city.

ancient chinese cities lacked public space from the beginning. the core of the 
city was the forbidden palace of the emperor. Due to the royal powers of autarchy, 
civic politics never appeared. thus, the society lacked the democratic spirit which 
the civil society possessed. therefore traditional chinese cites lacked the public 
domain based on the political function. the way of life in ancient chinese cities 
emphasized blood relationship, morals and respected the ancestor. common 
people life was concentrated within their small domain. the social life of the 
inhabitants was defined in a small area. there was little public space in traditional 
chinese cities: streets have traditionally been the vitality of the asian city, where 
people congregate to eat, buy, sell, haggle or ogle at the goings-on in the city. 
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Figure 5-1. Diagram of a Chinese ideal city plan.
Map of Wangcheng in Kaogong li, from Heng Chye Kiang, ‘Cities 
of Aristocrats and Bureaucrats, The Develoment of Medieval 
Chinese Cityscapes’. Honolulu, HI : Univ of Hawaii Press (1999).

9 li = 3,742 m.

1 li = 1 village ~ 415 m. 

China’s Ideal City
The vast majority of Chinese cities, especially in 
the great plains of the north, were carefully de-
signed according to the guidelines described in 
the chapter ‘Office of Winter’ (冬官考工記) of 
the book ‘Rites of Zhou’ (周禮), one of the three 
classics of Confucianism since the Zhou dynasty 
(c. Eleventh century – 256 BC). The section enti-
tled ‘Record for the Scrutiny of Crafts’ contained 
guidelines on technology, architecture and urban-
ism. It specified that:

“The chief carpenter constructs the capital as a 
square of nine li per side. Each side has three 
gates. In the capital there are nine north-south 
boulevards and nine east-west. The north-south 
ones are nine carriage tracks wide.”

The li (里) is a traditional Chinese unit of distance 
that was considered to be equal to the length of 
one village. Its length has varied over the centu-
ries and in different locations: at the time it mea-
sured aproximately 415 meters, and today it has a 
standardized length of 500 meters. 

The systematization of urban shape in relation to 
the social and economic role of its inhabitants is 
reminiscent of Roman cities, where symmetry was 
very important, and there was no characteristic 
public space other than the street grid.
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13. Chang-an, China, AD. 618-907.
14. Seoul, Korea, 1861.
The application of the Chinese 
model.
15. Nara, Japan, AD.710-784. The 
application of the Chinese model 
without city wall. 

chinese society was established on a centralized system, controlled by a central 
administrative hierarchy. ancient chinese cities were based on a collective system. 
people lived in an enclosed courtyard house where they gathered for supporting 
and sharing activities. the relationship between family members was important. 
therefore traditional chinese cites lacked the form of the public domain based on 
the political function, which was established in ancient western cities. the public 
space was the core of the city where people acted as individuals and could claim 
whatever they wanted independently. nowadays the tradition of communal space 
(the courtyard) in china is disappearing. likewise, with the rapid growth of the 
cities and the demolishing of old city structures also the traditional social structure 
disappears. the changes begin with the colonization and industrialization of china.

the chinese city planning influenced many other asian countries. this chinese 
planning system was widely shared by the east asian states of the time and 
continued through the beginning of the 20th century in asia. they modeled their 
capitals after china’s capital of chang-an. chang-an was planned before the end 
of the sixth century and became the capital of tang dynasty (618-907). It was the 
largest and richest city in the world during that period. the features of city planning 
included a rectangular shape, grid patterns for streets and city blocks.

the ancient capitals of Japan, such as Fujiwara-Kyô (aD 694-710), nara (heijô-
Kyô, aD 710-784), and Kyoto (heian-Kyô, aD 794-1868) also adapted grid-pattern 
planning from tang’s capital.  nara was abandoned as a capital in 784, and most 
of its area reverted to rice paddies. this city was not surrounded by walls. It was 
separated through a central axis into sakyô, the left (east) city, and ukyô, the right 
(West) city. each was divided into a matrix of nine jô (rows) and four bô (columns). 
the city blocks of 532m² were bounded by major streets, which were called bô. 
each bô was again subdivided into 4 by-4 cells called tsubo, which were 133 m².  
every place in the city was specified by row and column numbers which was 
different from the chinese city planning. the palace site in the centre of the north 
side of the city included the Imperial palace and government offices.  there were 
two official marketplaces, one each located in the left and the right city. near 
the palace site were large plots for nobles residences. away from the palace site, 
each tsubo was divided into smaller plots to provide living quarters for the common 
people. the city had a population of 200,000 representing nearly 4 percent of the 
country’s population, and some 10,000 people worked in government jobs.
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Figure 5-2. Map of the ancient city of Chang-an (present day 
Xi’an), China.

10 li = 4,150 m.

1 li = 1 village ~ 415 m. 

Chang-an (長安, present-day Xi’an), 
China - AD. 618-907
These basic planning principles influenced many 
other Asian countries. The model city par excel-
lence was Chang-an, which was built before the 
6th century AD and became the capital of the 
Tang Dynasty (AD 618-907).

Along with Constantinople and Baghdad, Chang-
an was the world’s largest city during that period. 
It already had a gridiron shape, with the criss-
cross streets dividing the city into eight districts. 
These districts were sub-divided into 160 walled 
wards, each of which measured 1×1 li. 

The royal palace was located at the center of the 
northern part of the city. The commercial areas 
were limited to one market in the east and one in 
the west; they were never within the urban blocks.
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13. Chang-an, China, AD. 618-907.
14. Seoul, Korea, 1861.
The application of the Chinese 
model.
15. Nara, Japan, AD.710-784. The 
application of the Chinese model 
without city wall. 

chinese society was established on a centralized system, controlled by a central 
administrative hierarchy. ancient chinese cities were based on a collective system. 
people lived in an enclosed courtyard house where they gathered for supporting 
and sharing activities. the relationship between family members was important. 
therefore traditional chinese cites lacked the form of the public domain based on 
the political function, which was established in ancient western cities. the public 
space was the core of the city where people acted as individuals and could claim 
whatever they wanted independently. nowadays the tradition of communal space 
(the courtyard) in china is disappearing. likewise, with the rapid growth of the 
cities and the demolishing of old city structures also the traditional social structure 
disappears. the changes begin with the colonization and industrialization of china.

the chinese city planning influenced many other asian countries. this chinese 
planning system was widely shared by the east asian states of the time and 
continued through the beginning of the 20th century in asia. they modeled their 
capitals after china’s capital of chang-an. chang-an was planned before the end 
of the sixth century and became the capital of tang dynasty (618-907). It was the 
largest and richest city in the world during that period. the features of city planning 
included a rectangular shape, grid patterns for streets and city blocks.

the ancient capitals of Japan, such as Fujiwara-Kyô (aD 694-710), nara (heijô-
Kyô, aD 710-784), and Kyoto (heian-Kyô, aD 794-1868) also adapted grid-pattern 
planning from tang’s capital.  nara was abandoned as a capital in 784, and most 
of its area reverted to rice paddies. this city was not surrounded by walls. It was 
separated through a central axis into sakyô, the left (east) city, and ukyô, the right 
(West) city. each was divided into a matrix of nine jô (rows) and four bô (columns). 
the city blocks of 532m² were bounded by major streets, which were called bô. 
each bô was again subdivided into 4 by-4 cells called tsubo, which were 133 m².  
every place in the city was specified by row and column numbers which was 
different from the chinese city planning. the palace site in the centre of the north 
side of the city included the Imperial palace and government offices.  there were 
two official marketplaces, one each located in the left and the right city. near 
the palace site were large plots for nobles residences. away from the palace site, 
each tsubo was divided into smaller plots to provide living quarters for the common 
people. the city had a population of 200,000 representing nearly 4 percent of the 
country’s population, and some 10,000 people worked in government jobs.

14

15

13

164 VOLUME II: ANNEXES

Figure 5-3. Map of Hanyang (present day Seoul), capital of the 
Joseon dinasty, Korea (1861). 

Seoul, Korea - From 1394 to the 
Late 19th Century: Adaptation of 
the Chinese Urban Model to the 
Topography
The location chosen for the capital of the new Jo-
seon Dynasty and the way the city was distributed 
were based on a combination of the precepts of 
traditional Chinese urbanism and geomantic prin-
ciples known as feng shui. As such, the city is sur-
rounded by mountain ranges to the north and a 
river to the south. 

Because of the terrain, the internal distribution of 
the city was not as regular as in the Chinese mod-
el. A main street (Jongno-ro) connected the east 
and west gates and became the main commercial 
thoroughfare, running parallel to the Cheonggye-
cheon (청계천) stream.

The main north-south streets were Sejong-ro (
세종로), an open space used for royal rituals in 
front of the Gyeongbokgung palace (경복궁), and 
Namdaemun-ro (남대문로), which linked the 
south gate to Jongno-ro.
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13. Chang-an, China, AD. 618-907.
14. Seoul, Korea, 1861.
The application of the Chinese 
model.
15. Nara, Japan, AD.710-784. The 
application of the Chinese model 
without city wall. 

chinese society was established on a centralized system, controlled by a central 
administrative hierarchy. ancient chinese cities were based on a collective system. 
people lived in an enclosed courtyard house where they gathered for supporting 
and sharing activities. the relationship between family members was important. 
therefore traditional chinese cites lacked the form of the public domain based on 
the political function, which was established in ancient western cities. the public 
space was the core of the city where people acted as individuals and could claim 
whatever they wanted independently. nowadays the tradition of communal space 
(the courtyard) in china is disappearing. likewise, with the rapid growth of the 
cities and the demolishing of old city structures also the traditional social structure 
disappears. the changes begin with the colonization and industrialization of china.

the chinese city planning influenced many other asian countries. this chinese 
planning system was widely shared by the east asian states of the time and 
continued through the beginning of the 20th century in asia. they modeled their 
capitals after china’s capital of chang-an. chang-an was planned before the end 
of the sixth century and became the capital of tang dynasty (618-907). It was the 
largest and richest city in the world during that period. the features of city planning 
included a rectangular shape, grid patterns for streets and city blocks.

the ancient capitals of Japan, such as Fujiwara-Kyô (aD 694-710), nara (heijô-
Kyô, aD 710-784), and Kyoto (heian-Kyô, aD 794-1868) also adapted grid-pattern 
planning from tang’s capital.  nara was abandoned as a capital in 784, and most 
of its area reverted to rice paddies. this city was not surrounded by walls. It was 
separated through a central axis into sakyô, the left (east) city, and ukyô, the right 
(West) city. each was divided into a matrix of nine jô (rows) and four bô (columns). 
the city blocks of 532m² were bounded by major streets, which were called bô. 
each bô was again subdivided into 4 by-4 cells called tsubo, which were 133 m².  
every place in the city was specified by row and column numbers which was 
different from the chinese city planning. the palace site in the centre of the north 
side of the city included the Imperial palace and government offices.  there were 
two official marketplaces, one each located in the left and the right city. near 
the palace site were large plots for nobles residences. away from the palace site, 
each tsubo was divided into smaller plots to provide living quarters for the common 
people. the city had a population of 200,000 representing nearly 4 percent of the 
country’s population, and some 10,000 people worked in government jobs.
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Figure 5-4. Map of Nara, old capital during the Nara period, 
Japan (AD. 710-784). 

10 li = 5,320 m.

1 li = 1 village ~ 532 m. 

Nara (奈良市), Japan - AD. 710-784: 
Adaptation of the Chinese Urban 
Model without Walls
Nara was also planned based on Chang’an, albeit 
with a few unique features: 

• The main north-south street, Suzaku-Oji, sep-
arated the east of the city (Sakyô) from the 
west (Ukyô). 

• Each side of the city was divided into a grid of 
nine rows (jô) and four columns (bô), forming 
blocks based on the Chinese li, each measur-
ing 532 x 532 meters. 

• In turn, each block was divided into four 
tsubo, whose sides measured 133 meters. 

• Each plot in the city had two numbers as-
signed, one for the row and one for the col-
umn, in a similar manner to the Cartesian co-
ordinate system.

The capital was abandoned in AD 784, and most of 
the area was converted into paddy fields.
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Modernization of Tokyo in the late 
19th Century 
Important discussions about the modernization of 
Tokyo took place during the Meiji Restoration, and 
in particular during the 1877-1886 period, with the 
goal to ‘transform an enclosed, fortress-like medi-
eval city into an open, modern city’ (Ai, 2004, p. 43). 

A Tokyo City Reorganization Committee was 
founded in 1888, and in the same year a City Ward 
Improvement Ordinance was enacted. Besides 
attempting to transform traditional Edo (former 
name of Tokyo before the Meiji period) into a 
central, bureaucratic and modern capital, the Or-
dinance had a strong hygienist agenda – only in 
1886, a cholera epidemic had claimed 9,879 lives 
and 12,000 hospital patients (Ai, 2004, p. 44). The 
ambitious plan addressed roads, rivers, bridges, 
railroads, parks, markets, crematoriums and 
graveyards, but it could never be implemented 
due to lack of funding (Jung, 2013, p. 9). 

A scaled-down version was released in 1903. It 
included the construction of thirty-two parks, 
seven canals, and new waterworks and sew-
age networks. A new gridiron road system was 
to be juxtaposed onto the old fabric, so 123 new 
roads were planned, with a total extension of 175 
kilometers up to 1919. Most of them supported a 
new infrastructure of streetcars. In 1908, Iwao 
Miake published the volume ‘Urban Studies’, 
based on the extensive analysis of available lit-
erature on Western planning. According to the 
author, ‘the first requirement of the system lies in 
the widening of roads, and the second in the uni-
fied, technical design of an entire street network’ 
(Watanabe, 1993. Mentioned in Jung, 2013). This 
statement encapsulates an important limitation of 
the ward improvement program: it emphasized the 
retro-fitting of urban infrastructure on old fabrics, 
rather than the comprehensive rethinking of over-
all land use (Jung, 2013, p. 10). In practical terms, 
the implementation of this hierarchical new road 
infrastructure meant the transformation from a 
city based on waterways to a land-based city (Ai, 
2004, p. 44). 

After the urban improvement program had been 
tested, it was imported to other important cities 
such as Osaka and Kyoto, as well as to the colo-
nies: Taipei, Seoul and Pyeongyang (Jung, 2013, 
p. 9). 
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Figure 5-5. Map of Edo in the 1840s.
North is to the right. Scanned by University of Texas 
Libraries. Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

Figure 5-6. Map of Tokyo in 1910 - 1/20,000 scale.
In red, the layout of the new street network. North is to the right. 
By Ito, Tamejiro. Published by Yubunkan. Scanned by the East 
Asian Library, University of California, Berkeley. Public domain.
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Modernization of Seoul in the 
early 20th Century 
Toward the end of the Joseon Dynasty, a ‘closed-
doors’ foreign policy was adopted to prevent 
contact between Koreans and foreigners. That is 
why Korea was known as the ‘Hermit Kingdom’ 
during the period. In 1876, the Treaty of Kanghwa 
imposed by Japan forced Seoul to open its doors 
to foreign trade and begin the process of modern-
ization.

Thanks to the influence of countries like France 
and the United States, with which Korea formed 
business ties, Seoul was the first city in East Asia 
to have electricity, water, telephone, telegraph 
and tram networks. The Seoul Electric Company, 
Seoul Electric Trolley Company and Seoul Fresh 
Spring Water Company were all joint-stock com-
panies with American and Korean capital.

Because of Korea’s strategic location between 
Japan and the rest of the continent, the Japanese 
government annexed the country in 1910. The ter-
ritory was to become a supply base for Japan’s 
colonial adventure toward Asia, so urban struc-
ture had to be made more efficient. The Japanese 
demolished part of the city wall and superimposed 
a new grid of avenues on top of the existing net-
work of alleys.

The tram network was extended along these new 
avenues, enabling urban growth beyond the main 
gateways to the city, especially to the south and 
east. 
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Figure 5-8. Tourist map of Seoul 
under Japanese colonization, 1929.
The map features the sights and 
features of the city. The layout of 
modern wide avenues where the 
tramway system ran is also visible. 
Beyond Seoul, the map diagrams 
the layout of the railway network 
connecting Busan in the far right all 
the way along the Korean peninsula 
up to Seoul and the Incheon harbor. 
From Seoul, the line splits towards 
China in the top left, and towards 
Manchuria in the top center.

Figure 5-7. New Street Network, 
Gyeonseong City Improvement 
Plan, 1912.
The Japanese colonial govern-
ment imported urban infrastructure 
improvement measures from the 
Tokyo City Improvement Ordinances 
to lay out 31 new streets between 
1912 and 1919.

distance from Jong-no 
to Euljiro ~415 m.
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Figure 5-10. Map of Kyongsong (Seoul) 1:12.500 scale.
Source: US Army Map Service, 1946.

Colonization, Militariza-
tion and Modernization 
The railway infrastructure, which had become 
an iconic symbol of Japan’s modernization and 
progress since the Meiji Restoration in 1868, con-
nected the capital with the port of Incheon, re-
flecting how railways had been used in Europe 
and America. 

Given the difficult terrain, the river crossing was 
created at one of the docks used by the traditional 
ferryboats (한강 나루터) in the south of the city, to 
the east of the island of Yeouido. With the arrival 
of the train from the south, the city began to grow 
toward the new train station, as well as outside 
the walls toward the new bridges and the railway 
classification yards to the north of the river. New 
industrial zones and Japanese military complexes 
developed around this area.

At that time, an urban paradigm shift took place: 
the city went from being a place to being an ef-
ficient production infrastructure. Modernization 
was understood as a tool for foreign powers to 
dominate. The colonized formed an ambivalent 
relationship with modernization: on the one hand, 
it was seen as a symbol of foreign occupation, 
Westernization and the loss of traditional values, 
but on the other, it was seen as a tool that should 
be managed to achieve self-sufficiency.
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Figure 5-11. Diagrams comparing traditional street layouts with 
those in his ‘Neighborhood Units’.
Source: Clarence Perry in ‘The Neighborhood Unit’, 1929. 

Description
The ‘neighborhood unit’ is an integral physical 
planning model used to design self-contained 
neighborhoods in metropolitan areas. Designed 
by the sociologist and planner Clarence Perry, 
the concept reflected the progressive attitudes 
in early 20th century American politics and was 
a response to the widespread adoption of private 
transport. 

Perry’s residential theory was published in 1929 in 
the Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs, 
which helped it to become a popular planning tool. 
Perry defined neighborhood units based on prin-
ciples related to physical, social and institutional 
design that were popular at the time. These prin-
ciples included separating vehicles from pedestri-
ans and placing arterial streets along the perim-
eter to define neighborhoods that were distinct 
from the rest of the urban area. Perry was strongly 
influenced by Forest Hill Gardens (1909-14), in the 
Queens district of New York City, where he had 
previously lived (Perry, 1929).

The neighborhood units promoted a community-
centered lifestyle that was a far cry from the 
‘noise of the trains, and out of sight of the smoke 
and ugliness of industrial plants’, which were em-
blematic of New York’s industrialization at the turn 
of the century. The units were centered around 
community interests, the focus of which was the 
elementary school.
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Figure 5-12. Principles of the ‘Neighborhood Unit’ concept. 
Source: Clarence Perry in ‘The Neighborhood Unit’, 1929. 

1/4 mile radius = 

5’ walk = 402 m.

Features
• A school at the center of the neighborhood, 

so that no child has to walk more than half a 
mile or cross any major arterial street, with 
facilities planned so that they may be used for 
other community activities.  

• Main arterial streets for through-traffic along 
the perimeter, rather than cutting through the 
middle, thus creating a protected environ-
ment.

• Internal streets designed with a very clear 
hierarchy to distinguish between arterial 
streets and local streets, the latter being de-
signed to protect pedestrians and discourage 
through-traffic.

• Shopping areas restricted to the perimeter or 
the entrance so that non-local traffic trans-
porting shoppers would not interfere with life 
in the neighborhood.

• At least 10% of the neighborhood’s land area 
used for parks and open spaces, thus creat-
ing areas for leisure and community interac-
tion.
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Figure 5-13. Diagram of a cluster of neighborhood 
units by Clarence S. Stein.
Source: Walter Gropius, ‘Architecture & Planning’, 
1958.   

Figure 5-14.  Diagram relating the dimensions of a 
school yard with those of a neighborhood unit. 
Source: Clarence Perry in ‘The Neighborhood Unit’, 
1929. 

1/4 mile radius = 

5’ walk = 402 m.

1/2 mile radius = 

10’ walk = 804 m.

Dimensions
In the original documents, Perry used two criteria 
to define the ideal size of neighborhood units:

• Firstly, the community should be able to enroll 
in a school close enough so that their chil-
dren do not have to walk more than a quarter 
of a mile to get there. This means the school 
would be within 5 minutes’ walking distance.

• Secondly, the neighborhood should be large 
enough to contain a critical mass to justify 
having a school: 5,000-9,000 inhabitants, 64 
hectares, and a density of 40 homes per hect-
are.

Clarence Stein later doubled the radius to half a 
mile, or a 10-minute walk.

Influences
The cellular nature of neighborhood units and the 
community ideal meant they could be used as the 
smallest unit in the development of residential 
neighborhoods during times of rapid residential 
expansion in many countries. 

In the United Kingdom, neighborhood units influ-
enced the expansion of the New Towns move-
ment after World War II, especially following the 
publication of Clarence S. Stein’s book ‘Towards 
New Towns for America’. In an adapted form, the 
concept is still used by followers of New Urban-
ism.
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Figure 5-15. Circular neighborhood unit in Sun City, AZ. 
Image by Alex S. MacLean, http://www.alexmaclean.com/

Criticism
In the late 1940s, certain voices in the United 
States began to criticize neighborhood units due 
to the negative consequences of the repeated 
use of the formal model without the necessary 
social follow-up by private developers, especially 
in terms of the segregation by ethnic, social, reli-
gious or economic groups.

Others noted the lack of urban integration due 
to the indefinite repetition of neighborhood units 
without a common framework. 

• In the 1960s, Kevin Lynch criticized the sup-
posed self-sufficiency of the neighborhood 
units, highlighting their isolation and the lack 
of lifestyle options that they offer.

• Christopher Alexander branded the tree-like 
structure as an “infrastructure hierarchy”.

The second-generation new towns in the United 
Kingdom sought to deal with the implicit hierar-
chical division and isolation of the neighborhood 
units. In 1958, Cumbernauld sought to integrate a 
number of units within a larger urban unit, but this 
decentralized model led to an inflexible structure 
that was unable to adapt to the changing ways 
that people used the town. Consequently, a third 
generation of new towns was built (including Mil-
ton Keynes in 1964) with a more flexible structure 
in which there were various overlapping net-
works, each with a different function.

Other new towns around the world (such as 
Brasilia and Chandigarh) took into account the 
limitations of neighborhood units by proposing ag-
gregation systems to link together sets of neigh-
borhood units as part of a more complex urban 
system.
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Seoul, between the Regularity of Urban 
Grids and Organic Adaptations to Topog-
raphy
Chapter 6 investigates five case studies of urban 
grids planned during the period of study, featuring 
their dimensions, layout, and internal organization. 
This chapter was instrumental in informing the 
formulation of mass housing as a standardized 
technology for city-making through the trial-and-
error adaptation of models, strategies and prac-
tices from the toolbox of modern architecture and 
urbanism in Chapter 8 of Volume 01.

A glance at Seoul’s road network (see Figure 6-1 
on page 178) reveals a polarized urban structure 
which combines regular street grids with irregular 
urban layouts adapted to the terrain. Ever since 
the city was founded, planned areas have been 
adaptations of imported models. For this reason, 
some areas hark back to the classical ideal city 
of China; some have a gridiron pattern based on 
American cities or Japanese colonial urbanism; 
some have radial grids; some look like linear cities 
based on the British new towns; and there are 
even some areas based on concepts from the 
Japanese Metabolist movement.

This antagonism between the organic city and the 
planned city has taken root in the public imagina-
tion through the antagonism between the tradi-
tional, chaotic, poor, unhealthy city to the north of 
the river (Gangbuk) and the modern, orderly, rich, 
hygienic city to the south (Gangnam). Indeed, the 
song ‘Gangnam Style’, which became internation-
ally famous in 2012, is a parody of the well-to-do, 
superficial lifestyle for which the south bank is 
known.

Seoul is an urban entity with fragmented planning 
that has often had to respond to massive growth 
without a long-term vision, especially during the 
economic boom. Sometimes it has responded to 
growth immediately, whereas other times it has 
bided its time. The elements that provide certain 
continuity to the city and contribute to its identity 
are the mountainous background and the vast 
hydrographic network.

The planning of new areas of areas through street 
grids became a powerful tool for the management 
of urban growth, not only in terms of their spatial 
arrangement, but also in facilitating their econom-
ic solvency. The land readjustment method that 
had become generalized during the Japanese oc-
cupation to facilitate urban development enabled 
rural land to be developed and superblocks to 
be delineated, becoming self-contained units of 
that growth (see ‘8.3 Strategies to Optimize the 
Acquisition of Land for Mass Housing’ in Chapter 
8, Volume 01).

The origin of modern planning in Seoul lies in the 
boost given to the discipline when Kim Hyun-ok 
became the municipal chief in 1966, at the start 
of the second five-year cycle of the Third Repub-
lic, under the presidency of Park Chung-hee. The 
ambitious urban renewal program implemented 
by the ‘Bulldozer Mayor’ required an update to 
the land registry followed by a master plan to 
coordinate the development of the city. The Korea 
Planning Association drafted the plan, which was 
then publicly exhibited in the square in front of 
City Hall, including a 1:30,000 scale model of the 
entire city (see ‘3.2 Seoul City Master Plan, 1966’ 
in Chapter 3, Volume 02). 

CHAPTER 6  
SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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The plan was short lived and had many shortcom-
ings, but nevertheless the public showed great 
interest in it, understanding the close relationship 
it had with the value of their real estate. One of 
the immediate results of the plan was widespread 
speculation, with land prices in Seoul increas-
ing by 200% between its publication and 1969 
(Choe, 2003). The 1966 plan marked the start of 
modern planning in the capital and gave the city 
the spatial structure it has today.
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Figure 6-1. Relationship Between Planned Grids and the Loca-
tion of Apat’u Tanji

Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS

6.1 REGULAR URBAN GRIDS vs. ORGANIC ADAPTATIONS TO TOPOGRAPHY: 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PLANNED GRIDS AND THE LOCATION OF APAT’U TANJI
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125

Figure 6-2. Location of Urban Grid Case Studies

6.1 REGULAR URBAN GRIDS vs. ORGANIC ADAPTATIONS TO TOPOGRAPHY: 
LOCATION OF URBAN GRID CASE STUDIES
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-3. Typical view of Icheon-dong’s commercial corridor.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Figure 6-4. Interior view of a typical apat’u tanji in Icheon-dong. 
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Urban Development and Hy-
drological Infrastructure 
Before it was developed, Icheon-dong was a 
strip of sandy land to the east of Yongsan station, 
stretching from the United States base in the north 
to the river in the south. Thanks to its proximity to 
downtown Seoul, it was traditionally used as a 
bathing area for the people living in the city. In the 
1960s, illegal settlements also occupied the area. 

Following the 1966 plan, the city began an ambi-
tious urban expansion program for which it need-
ed to buy cheap land. Meanwhile, monsoon floods 
in the summer of 1966 caused heavy damage to 
land alongside the river. The need to clean up 
these riverside areas and prevent future flooding 
was seen as an opportunity to reclaim land from 
the river at a small cost by filling in the river banks. 
As a result, Seoul’s housing complexes initially 
began to expand along the river banks, on flood-
plains, and the city’s housing policy came to de-
pend on an enormous infrastructure project that 
redefined the course of the river. Because it was 
easy to access, Icheon-dong became the pioneer 
project for a strategy that soon spread to the is-
land of Yeouido, then across the river and south 
to Banpo, Apkujeong and Jamsil. The project also 
set a precedent in that the informal settlements in 
the area were evacuated before building began, 
with residents moved to Seobuichon-dong in the 
west.

A commercial corridor flanked 
by apartment complexes
Because of Icheon-dong’s shape as a long, nar-
row corridor between two inaccessible areas 
(the military base to the north and the river to the 
south), a main, commercial thoroughfare was built 
down the middle and was connected to housing 
complexes on either side and to school grounds. 
The first complexes to be built were the 공무원아
파트 (apartments for public officials) and the 한
강맨션 (Hangang Mansion Apartments), and they 
were used to change the middle class’s percep-
tion of the apartment complexes through aggres-
sive advertising campaigns. Today, the area is af-
fluent and is home to many expatriates.

6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
A/ ICHEON-DONG (1967): A COMMERCIAL SPINE ON RECLAIMED LAND
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS



183SECTION A / CITY SCALE

Figure 6-5. Typical dimension of blocks and 1 Km. reference square. 
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Figure 6-6. Icheon-dong had traditionally been a beach. 
Image from http://blog.daum.net/chang4624/5434.

Figure 6-7. Original planning for Icheon-dong.
Image from http://blog.daum.net/chang4624/5434.

Figure 6-8. Streets (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-10. Blocks (1Km. reference square) Figure 6-11. Parcels (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-9. Building 
heights (1Km. ref. square)
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6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
A/ ICHEON-DONG (1967): A COMMERCIAL SPINE ON RECLAIMED LAND
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-12. View of the first complexes being built on the 
landfill. Image from http://blog.daum.net/chang4624/5434.

Figure 6-13. Aerial view 2013. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.

Figure 6-14. Aerial view 1972. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.go.kr/app/mainfrm/agis.do#

Figure 6-15. Typical block axonometric
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Figure 6-16. View of a typical avenue in Yeouido.
Image from http://map.naver.com/  

Figure 6-17. Interior view of a typical apat’u tanji in Yeouido. 
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Yeouido is an island in the middle of the river that 
was not widely used historically, other than for 
seasonal crop production, since it was exposed 
to periodic flooding. First the Japanese, then the 
Americans used the island as a military airport. 
Situated to the south-west of the historic city 
center, close to where the river meets the first 
railway bridge, this was a flat area that was eas-
ily accessible. When economic growth began 
under the government of Park Chung-hee and it 
was necessary to expand the city to cater for the 
massive population growth expected in the 1970s, 
the island became one of the first new fronts for 
development.

1st Planning of Yeouido - 1969
In 1969, Seoul bought the island to begin planning 
for what was to become a new modern center for 
the city as part of the 1966 Seoul Urban Plan, under 
the leadership of “Bulldozer Mayor” Kim Hyun-ok. 
Discussions took place with a view to building a 
model city, where the National Assembly would 
sit. The idea was to build a financial center and 
many skyscrapers, creating an island that would 
resemble Manhattan.

The architect and Vice-President of the Korea 
Engineering Consultants Corporation, Kim Swoo-
geun, was in charge of the initial planning phase. 
His proposal was influenced by Kenzo Tange’s 
linear city theories, and especially by the project 
to extend Tokyo toward its bay in 1960. Kim Swoo-
geun studied in Japan and was familiar with the 
Metabolism movement.

2nd Planning of Yeouido - 1971
In the end, the initial proposal was rejected be-
cause it was difficult to integrate into the 1966 
plan, which was based on a centralized, concen-
tric growth model with various satellite centers. 
Mapo Bridge was built in 1970, connecting the 
islands to the historic center, and Yeouido Park, 
running parallel to the bridge, was completed 
a year later. The final planning was based on a 
more or less regular grid oriented along the axis 
of Mapo Bridge and the linear park. Perpendicular 
to this axis, two avenues crossed the park under-
ground, one of which led to the National Assembly 
in the far west of the island and was designated 
the civic axis.

6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
B/ YEOUIDO (1968): “MINI-MANHATTAN”
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-18. Typical dimension of blocks and 1 Km. reference square. 
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Figure 6-19. Initial proposal for the planning of Yeouido 
by Kim Swoo-geun, following a linear layout, 1969.

Figure 6-20. Tokyo Bay Masterplan, Kenzo Tange, 1960. 
Image from http://www. thedesignstreet.blogspot

Figure 6-21. Streets (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-23. Blocks (1Km. reference square) Figure 6-24. Parcels (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-22. Building 
heights (1Km. ref. square)
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6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
B/ YEOUIDO (1968): “MINI-MANHATTAN”
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Figure 6-25. Final proposal for the planning of 
Yeouido,  1971.

Figure 6-26. Aerial view 2013.
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.

Figure 6-27. Aerial view 1972.
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.go.kr/app/mainfrm/

Figure 6-28. Typical block axonometric
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Figure 6-29. View of an avenue in Gangnam.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Figure 6-30. View of an ‘urban village’ inside the Gangnam superblocks.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Planning work in Gangnam began in 1966. It was 
perhaps the most significant planning effort in the 
city’s history, both in terms of size and in terms 
of its subsequent influence on planning in Jamsil, 
Gwacheon, Mok-dong and a number of satellite 
cities in the metropolitan area.

A Grid of Avenues 
The main planning decision taken for this large 
area on the south bank of the river was to create 
a main, metropolitan-wide grid formed by large ur-
ban avenues, and smaller grids within each block, 
at the urban village level.

The grid is roughly north-south oriented, running 
parallel to the existing Gyeongbu Expressway, 
which connects Seoul to Busan, in the south of 
the country, making it one of Korea’s most impor-
tant roads.

Superblocks 
The irregular terrain and the area’s natural bound-
aries shaped the layout of the streets. The super-
blocks could not all be built to the same dimen-
sions, so they vary in length from 490 to 660 yards.

Different theories have been put forward to ex-
plain why these dimensions were chosen:

• The influence of traditional Chinese urban 
planning, which used blocks whose size was 
equal to a li (里). A li was considered equal to 
the size of a village and was based on a com-
fortable walking distance for daily activities. 
Today, the li has been standardized as 500 m 
(547 yards). 

• The desire to reflect the traditional urban 
scale of the capital city by choosing the 
length of the Joseon Dynasty’s ritual space 
between the main palace gate (Gwanghwa-
mun) and the main commercial arterial road 
(Jong- ro), i.e. 570m. (620 yards).

• In reference to the Japanese colonial plan-
ning model, which had superimposed a grid 
of avenues on the traditional city streets. The 
grid used 500 m (550 yard) blocks, probably 
based on the Chinese li.

• The influence of A. Perry’s ¼ mile neighbor-
hood units (402m).

6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
C/ GANGNAM (1968): SUPER-BLOCKS & URBAN VILLAGES
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-31. Typical dimension of blocks and 1 Km. reference square. 
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Figure 6-32. Construction of the Seoul - Busan highway, 
15/10/1968. Image from http://www.koreabang.com/2012/
pictures/photos-document-gangnams-change-in-style.
html

Figure 6-33. Original planning of the Yeondong-2 district 
following a grid pattern, 1970. Image from http://www.
koreabang.com/2012/pictures/photos-document-gang-
nams-change-in-style.html

Figure 6-34. Streets (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-36. Blocks (1Km. reference square) Figure 6-37. Parcels (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-35. Building 
heights (1Km. ref. square)
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Figure 6-38. Original planning of the Yeondong-2 district, 
1970. Image from http://www.koreabang.com/2012/pic-
tures/photos-document-gangnams-change-in-style.html

Figure 6-39. Aerial view 2013. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.

Figure 6-40. Aerial view 1972. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.go.kr/app/mainfrm/agis.

Figure 6-41. Typical block axonometric
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Figure 6-42. View of a typical avenue in Jamsil.
Image from http://map.naver.com/

Figure 6-43. Typical view of a medium-density housing area in Jamsil.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Continuing with the expansion of the capital city to 
the south bank of the river envisaged in the 1966 
plan, once the Gangnam planning model was be-
ing implemented work began on the planning of 
Jamsil to the south-east, which would provide 
homes to 100,000 people and a major sports com-
plex.

1970 Jamsil Development Plan
Jamsil was initially planned to be an extension of 
Gangnam’s grid of avenues, oriented based on the 
embanked river and the position of Jamsil Bridge.

1974 Jamsil Development Plan
Under the influence of the planning of the new 
towns in the United Kingdom and Japan, the plan-
ners wanted regulating lines that did more than 
merely provide developable urban land. They 
wanted the lines to provide a more integrated ur-
ban system too, and to fit in better with the territo-
ry’s perimeter. For this reason, they chose a radial 
layout that was better adapted to the course of 
the Tancheon River to the west. The district was 
divided up based on the different densities, with 
a large mall and entertainment center right in the 
middle, a sports area on one side and a large park 
on the other.

Also influenced by the British and Japanese new 
towns, planners adopted C. Perry’s neighborhood 
units, albeit in a form adapted to the needs of 
Seoul’s population density. The various residential 
blocks were designed as semi-autonomous, self-
contained units where schools and other commu-
nity activities would take place.

6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
D/ JAMSIL (1970): RADIAL GRID & NEIGHBORHOOD UNITS
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-44. Typical dimension of blocks and 1 Km. reference square. 
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Figure 6-45. Initial proposal for the planning of Jamsil, 
following an orthogonal grid like the one in Gangnam.

Figure 6-46. Diagrams for the layout of Jamsil’s 
superblocks around internal courtyards.

Figure 6-47. Streets (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-49. Blocks (1Km. reference square) Figure 6-50. Parcels (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-48. Building 
heights (1Km. ref. square)
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Figure 6-51. Final proposal for the planning of Jam-
sil, following a radial layout.

Figure 6-52. Aerial view 2013. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.

Figure 6-53. Aerial view 1972. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.go.kr/app/mainfrm/agis.do#

Figure 6-54. Typical block axonometric
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Figure 6-55. View of a typical avenue in Mok-dong.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Figure 6-56. View of an ‘urban village’ inside Mok-dong’s superblocks.
Image from http://map.naver.com/ 

Mok-dong’s planning model is another example of 
how urban planners during this period were keep-
ing a close eye on developments in the new towns 
overseas, especially those in the United Kingdom 
and Japan.

The limitations of the grid plan, which served 
only to provide developable land, and in the case 
of Gangnam, to facilitate private transportation, 
were becoming clear, as were the limitations of 
the rigid hierarchical system adopted by Jamsil 
and of the structure of open space. Inspired by 
the second wave of British new towns (especially 
Cumbernauld and Hook), Mok-dong was struc-
tured around a central civic axis with shops and 
services, which were connected to a series of 
footpaths leading to the various neighborhoods. 

The ambitions of the original plan were watered 
down over time for several reasons: the structure 
of open spaces were not defined in the same way 
during the different phases of development, the 
central backbone has not functioned as a true 
civic axis, and the project has not successfully in-
tegrated into the city as a whole.

This proposal bears a striking resemblance to Kim 
Swoo-geun’s 1969 proposal for Yeouido.

6.2 URBAN GRIDS CASE STUDIES
E/ MOK-DONG (1983):  A LINEAR URBAN COMMUNITY ALONG A CENTRAL SPINE
Ch. 6 / SEOUL’S URBAN GRIDS
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Figure 6-57. Typical dimension of blocks and 1 Km. reference square. 
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Figure 6-58. Original plan for Cumbernauld New 
Town, 1958-1963.

Figure 6-59. Diagram of Mok-dong’s planning 
layout.

Figure 6-60. Streets (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-62. Blocks (1Km. reference square) Figure 6-63. Parcels (1Km. reference square)

Figure 6-61. Building 
heights (1Km. ref. square)
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Figure 6-64. Final proposal for Mok-dong New 
Town.

Figure 6-65. Aerial view 2013. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.

Figure 6-66. Aerial view 1972. 
Image from http://aerogis.seoul.go.kr/app/mainfrm/agis.do#

Figure 6-67. Typical block axonometric


	Marc Brossa_Tesis DUOT 2019_Volum 02 - ANNEXES_Small_Part21
	Marc Brossa_Tesis DUOT 2019_Volum 02 - ANNEXES_Small_Part22
	Marc Brossa_Tesis DUOT 2019_Volum 02 - ANNEXES_Small_Part23
	Marc Brossa_Tesis DUOT 2019_Volum 02 - ANNEXES_Small_Part24



