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A City Embracing the Values of
Small Neighborhoods
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Jiwon Kim Director of the K-Culture Diffusion Bureau, Korea Craft & Design Foundation
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The greatest benefit of city life is the ability to be captivated at any time
by attractive, eye-catching spaces and objects. Paradoxically, however,
the urban environment, which constantly awakens our senses, some-
times fuels a longing for a “peaceful haven.” So, what would our dream
city be like? It would be an inclusive city, ensuring that we can enjoy the
safety and convenience of daily life without being overwhelmed by the
city’s pace and density, and allowing us to naturally meet others and
build relationships. Needless to say, such a city does not emerge on its
own. A city is not merely a space where people experience happiness
and pleasure, but it gradually takes shape through the process of sharing
and acknowledging diverse environments and ways of life.

Urban design and city branding also need to be viewed from this per-
spective. When it comes to designing a city and establishing its identity,
we often think of activities that create a positive image for the city
through visual systems—such as logos, slogans, and color schemes—
and public design. However, designing a city is much more complex
than establishing a single identity or order. Street signs, landmarks,
parks, and shops are all large and small interfaces, allowing us to expe-
rience the city. Citizens and visitors move from one place to another
along these touchpoints, connecting different experiences and creating
their own memories of the city. Therefore, the challenge of urban design
lies in enabling people to experience diverse cultures, connect said cul-
tures in their own ways, and build a network where different ways of life
can coexist.

An interesting example of such urban values is the “S0 Best Cities in

the World” list published annually by Time Out. This list not only talks

2
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about visible urban resources—such as cuisine, shopping, museums,
art galleries, and parks—but also what it is actually like to live in those
cities. Factors that contribute to quality of life, such as cost of living,
walkability, happiness, and sense of community, are included in the
evaluation as well. Rather than just a place with plenty to see, a good city
is a place where we wish to keep exploring even as we live there.

Jumping 33 spots from 42nd to 9th this year, Seoul was introduced as “a
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master of all trades” While Time Out cites the city’s diverse culture and
leisure activities throughout the four seasons as the basis, I would like to
interpret this “master of all trades” label a little differently. Rather than
Seoul possessing all its charms in a single way, it is more about neighbor-
hoods with different characteristics contributing to the facets of Seoul
in their own way. This is why neighborhoods that are already familiar to
foreigners—such as Seongsu, Hongdae, Yeonnam, Euljiro, Hannam,
Seochon, and Mangwon—are increasing, In Seongsu, we will encoun-
ter a diverse consumer culture, while in Euljiro, we will encounter a view
where old industries and new creative communities intermingle. In
neighborhoods like Seochon and Mangwon, we will encounter traces
of daily life in the past.

In this way, within Seoul, a massive city with a population of over nine
million, countless small cities are layered upon one another. However,
the “Seoul-ness” is often revealed more vividly in neighborhoods that
are not as widely known as the famous ones. While well-known neigh-
borhoods are easily perceived as a single image through the eyes of
outsiders, in relatively lesser-known neighborhoods, we can get a closer
look at the colorful textures of daily life, which still cannot be summa-
rized into a single image. If asked which part of Seoul I would introduce
to a friend visiting from abroad, I would prefer to take them on a walk
through a neighborhood I have lived in for a long time and know well,
rather than historical sites or bustling commercial districts. An example
is Hyochang-dong,

Hyochang-dong is a neighborhood where multiple generations live to-
gether. While people in their 30s make up the largest demographic, it is
home to a mix of people ranging from their 20s to their 70s. Time here
begins at Hyochangwon, the burial ground of Crown Prince Munhyo,
the young son of King Jeongjo. Hyochang Park, which endured damage
during the Japanese colonial period and was later transformed into a
burial ground of Korean independence activists after liberation, holds
layers of memories from various eras. If we take a full lap around the
park, we will encounter the Kim Koo Museum and Hyochang Stadium,
which is now used as a recreational sports facility.

However, the impression of Hyochang-dong is not formed by histor-
ical sites alone. Gongwon Supermarket, a long-standing local shop,

has always had all kinds of ramyeon on display, waiting for customers.
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The bakery Ours Blanc, established in 2011, satisfies the hunger of day
trippers. The spot in front of Hyochang Park, once belonged to Kim
Yakguk, is now home to Dagwasangsa, which is famous for its milk tea,
soothing weary travelers with its sweet and slightly bitter flavors. One
apartment building named the Hyochang Mansion, which has been
housing residents since 1968, stands side by side with newer apartment
buildings for over halfa century, yet it does not look out of place. This
is because the old and the new coexist within the same neighborhood
without pushing each other out. Perhaps that is why the neighborhood
exudes a solid sense of stability. The same goes for Hyochang Park.
It is a place steeped in history, so much so that people who visited as
children return as adults with their families. Since the park has not
changed much over the years, personal memories naturally blend into
family time. If we walk from this neighborhood toward Sookmyung
Women’s University, we will feel the liveliness of the college district,
and if we head down the opposite direction toward Yongmun-dong, we
will encounter Yongmun Market, known to have opened in 1965, and
along-standing commercial district. The walk from Hyochang-dong to
Samgakji, Noksapyeong, and Itaewon does not take long either.

Within Seoul, there are hidden spots where we can encounter unex-
pected scenes like this as we move from one neighborhood to another.
While many people are enthusiastic about K-culture such as K-pop
and K-dramas, the very power that has shaped the image of Seoul, the
capital of South Korea, does not lie in grand symbols or a dazzling aura.
Itis contained in the everyday scenes of walking, lingering, eating, shop-
ping, and enjoying life. The more these small neighborhoods reveal
themselves, the richer Seoul becomes. The richness does not merely
come from an abundance of tourist attractions or beautifully designed
buildings and objects, but from the fact that these neighborhoods pro-
vide a sense of respite, allowing daily life to be sustained without being
drained by the city’s pace.

The value of urban design lies in revealing and connecting the values of
these everyday places so that they can coexist, rather than quickly fading
away or getting replaced by something new. Ultimately, I believe the
“Seoul-ness” lies in the peaceful yet dynamic world of daily life, shaped
by the relationships between places and people, as well as between the

old and the new.
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