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Exploring the Values of the Hanok in the Humanities:
The Origin of Modern Hanok Aesthetics

Lee, Kang-Min
Park, Min-Jeong

This research was intended to recognize humanistic values of Hanok, Korean 
House, culture and find a way of sharing them on a global level. Humanistic research 
can play a role in the globalization of Hanok culture by documenting 1) values of 
Hanok culture as the core of East Asian medieval civilization; 2) the excellence of 
Hanok culture that corresponds to global norms and standards. The humanistic values 
here refer to symbols and meanings that are necessary for storytelling of Hanok
culture. The values can be specified by consilient methods that would combine 
architectural theory with history, philosophy, linguistics, literature, anthropology, 
sociology and ethnology. 

At the initial stage of this research, it is required to reexamine the way 
Hanok culture has been valued, narrated, and written. Writing values of Hanok
emerged in the modern era, and it thus constituted part of modern aesthetics. It is 
common that the value judgments of architectural culture appear to be aesthetic, 
because they are dependent on sensual and psychological effects rather than on 
exploration of truths or ethical judgments. This research examines books, reports, 
academic papers, newspapers and magazines written about Hanok in the twentieth 
century and extracts predicates thereof that describe aesthetic values of Hanok. In 
doing so, this research attempts to trace their ideological backgrounds and physical 
evidence. The predicates of Hanok aesthetics here indicate vocabularies that are used 
to interpret the beauty embodied in Hanok or the essence of arts by either 
philosophical or scientific methods. 



Primary writings that have suggested theoretical evidence of contemporary 
hanok aesthetics can largely be categorized by disciplines. Hanok aesthetics started to 
be written for the first time based on modern academic methods during the Japanese 
colonial period. The writings of Japanese scholars were the majority but there were 
also some writings of Western scholars. Among Korean scholars, Ko Yu-Seop is 
prominent in that he was the first Korean to accept the Western aesthetics and use it 
in formulating main concepts of Korean aesthetics. 

In the postwar era, art historians and archaeologists identified characteristics 
of the Korean beauty by either accepting or criticizing the colonial academics. The 
characteristics of the Korean beauty were also discussed by ethnologists, 
anthropologists, and geographers. Architectural historians and heritage researchers who 
mainly dealt with Hanok architecture altered terminologies of the postwar era, 
attempted a chronological writing based on rational methods, and played a role in 
connecting the discussion of Korean beauty in art history with that of Hanok
aesthetics. The architects’ reinterpretation of Hanok aesthetics helped combine 
universal design principles with Hanok aesthetics.

Mass media played an important part in propagating the Hanok aesthetics. 
Architectural magazines of the colonial era showed interests in Hanok as a historical 
place to visit or as a housing type to be improved. Magazines published in the 
postwar era also made a great contribution to establish and disseminate Hanok
aesthetics at its early stage. The magazines ran stories that would provide the 
intellectual basis for Hanok and its interpretation, while their special issues dealing 
with debates on ‘the Korean-ness’ or tradition emerged as the most important subject 
of Korean architecture of the time. In addition, mass-oriented newspapers published 
articles on Hanok visits by introducing tours of historical sites across the country. 

             

Extracted from primary writings, the predicates of Hanok aesthetics contain 
several characteristic vocabularies. First, predicates about the subtle beauty had 
changed their emphasis from grief to solitude. Predicates with an air of solitude, 
again, led to a tendency to explicate forms by emphasizing aesthetics of lines rather 
than of faces and colors. Such use of the predicates was able to suggest rhythmicity 



in fluid curves as another aesthetic predicate. Second, predicates about the rusticity, 
which gave warm and positive attention to Korean people, developed as an aesthetics 
of humor that was round and generous. ‘An art of the artless’ was a concept to 
explain idiosyncrasies of Hanok space that is both interior and exterior and that is 
symmetrically asymmetric. Architectural characteristics of Hanok that is compact and 
dignified were defined with its human scale and understood as a result of working 
with nature. 

‘Harmony with nature’ was a concept that was considered important in the 
early years of Hanok aesthetics and has become a superordinate category to ‘an art 
of the artless.’ Harmony with nature was defined as beauty before beauty, which 
breaks away from the dichotomy of beauty and ugliness. In this context, naturalism 
was suggested as one of the characteristics of the Korean beauty. Meanwhile, the 
simple and solid beauty of Korean art was described as such predicate as ‘classical.’ 
The simple and solid beauty led to the rigidity of moderation and developed as an 
aesthetics of frugality, which corresponds to an attitude of Confucian scholars. 

These predicates are basic vocabularies that constitute Hanok aesthetics and 
have developed influencing one another. It is not, however, necessarily the case that 
all these predicates are required to explain individual Hanok. When analyzing 
keywords extracted from books and newspaper articles where Buseoksa, Bulguksa, 
Dosan Seowon, Byeongsan Seowon, and Soswaewon were considered classics of hanok 
aesthetics, descriptions regarding harmony with nature were the majority. Predicates as 
varied as dynamic symmetry, spatial layout, structure and curve are also found with 
regard to architectural aesthetics. 

These predicates are largely classified into three categories according to what 
they indicate: nature, space, and form. Nature is a concept that brings topography, 
landscape, and orientation together. Space concerns three-dimensional dynamic 
elements and includes symmetry and asymmetry, dramatic effects of spatial layout by 
axes, three-dimensional spatiality by superimposition, and the like. Form describes 
two-dimensional static elements and includes descriptions about the beauty of curve, 
of structure, and proportion or scale. An analysis on descriptions of representative 
architectures classified by these categories informs that nature and space were 
considered essential in the narrative of Hanok aesthetics, whereas form was often 



omitted on a case by case basis. In other words, it is not a form of architecture but 
harmony with nature and spatial connection that constituted the core of Hanok
aesthetics.

This research schematizes key concepts of Hanok aesthetics so as to organize 
and analyze the genealogy of its predicates. The map of Hanok aesthetics, a tool that 
integrates interrelationships among a massive amount of relevant literature, is created 
by the combination of diagrams drawn according to documents. It can be used to 
analyze the genealogy of Hanok aesthetics. The map is particularly useful in 
understanding where concentrated certain key concepts are, because it is capable of 
expressing with visual emphasis where nodes are concentrated. 

‘Harmony with nature’ and ‘asymmetric balance’ are two notions of high 
frequency in the map of Hanok aesthetics. These two predicates can be postulated as 
the most basic concepts that form the backbone of the map of hanok aesthetics. 
However, sentences that express Hanok aesthetics are not a single predicate that is 
complete but a combination of several predicates as a result of mutual encounters and 
disintegration. Therefore, it is possible to say that there is no single, all-encompassing 
predicate that assures the essence of Hanok aesthetics and explain its every case. 

In other words, Hanok aesthetics can be understood as a system extended 
from a family resemblance. The family resemblance refers to a characteristic which 
defines a group of people as a family based not on common traits shared by 
everyone but on some similarities that emerge among individuals. When applied to 
Hanok aesthetics, it is impossible to provide a conclusive definition of Korean-ness in 
architecture. However, it can be defined by similarities shared among what the notion 
indicates. Hanok aesthetics, thus, is an aggregate of such predicates that represent the 
similarities. This research has found that some predicates converged towards ‘harmony 
with nature’ in terms of aesthetics and others came to emphasize ‘asymmetric 
balance’ in terms of architectural methods.

Perhaps the biggest impetus for the continuing discussion on Hanok aesthetics 
is contemporary needs. Architects have considered themselves as proponents of Hanok
aesthetics so that they could either win contracts for major public projects or establish 



their own identities as architects. However, they were antagonistic towards direct 
transmission of tradition such as the use of tiled roof, wooden structure, or mud wall. 
To some extent, architectural scholars also distanced themselves from Hanok
aesthetics. The scholars who advocated positivist methods were reluctant to write 
aesthetic values, because they thought the act of writing ‘aesthetic values’ was 
psychological, subjective, and thus irrelevant to what was considered the essence of 
architecture.   

Such dominant approaches of architects and scholars caused Hanok aesthetics, 
which could otherwise have been examined and developed in various aspects, to 
become extremely abstract without due consideration of its concrete form. The 
discussion on Korean-ness in contemporary Korean architecture can be compressed as 
the conflict between material forms and abstract spatial structures, in which the latter 
seems to have defeated the former. Hanok architecture came to be defined as ‘the 
space of the inaction’ that is ‘empty’ with an air of honest poverty and moderation. 
While an act of using low-built architectural elements, segmenting the architectural 
mass, or making yards were all described as the transmission of Hanok aesthetics, 
Hanok’s specific texture and spatial layout were often disregarded. 

             

To explore the manifestation of Hanok aesthetics is to find a way to position 
Hanok as a constituent of a national aesthetics. Among basic concepts of Hanok
aesthetics are those imported from the West. Such concepts as beauty, nature, and 
indifference are cases where meanings were duplicated by the double translation of 
Western concepts into Chinese language. These translations tended to be accepted to 
Korea in a wholly uncritical manner because they were disseminated with 
(supposedly) superior modern civilizations. As the development of Korean aesthetics 
brought attention to such new Korean concepts as meot (sapidity), shinmyeong (godly 
fun), han (sorrow), haehak (humor), pungnyu (enjoyment) afterwards, the Korean 
aesthetics became abundant in vocabularies. Furthermore, the issue of Korean beauty 
is being discussed in the field of Korean arts including music, dance, costumes, 
martial arts, and even food. For instance, curves, improvisations, and expressivity of 
Korean music and dance are aesthetic concepts congruent with the beauty of curves 
in Hanok aesthetics. This recognition enables us to seek a possibility of a new 



storytelling. 

To examine foreign cases of national architectural aesthetics can provide a 
point of reference for determining the direction of Hanok aesthetics. In Japan, the 
transmission of tradition in architecture was justified as it was argued that Japanese 
traditional architecture embodied its own modernity that was comparable with the 
Western modernism. In the context of the Western modernism, shrines, houses, and 
teahouses were reinterpreted as embodying rationalism or composition by lines and 
faces, and redefined as the core of Japanese architecture. In China, the discussion of 
traditional beauty in contemporary architecture is closely bound up with activities of 
early architects. The first generation of Chinese architects who received the 
Beaux-Arts style education in the United States in 1920s and 1930s introduced the 
Beaux-Arts into Chinese architecture. This attempt showed the possibility of peaceful 
coexistence between Chinese traditional architecture and the European system. The 
Beaux-Arts architecture was similar to Chinese architecture in that both had formal 
shapes and domes as well as gave weight to facades. Furthermore, it was an 
architectural style easily acceptable to China due to its grand appearance that fitted 
well into elitist characteristics of Chinese architecture. 

The globalization of Hanok culture is defined as a process by which the 
value of Hanok culture gains worldwide attention so that its spirit and mode of living 
can widely be shared. To do so, it is necessary to demythify Hanok culture. Rather, 
it is required to preserve literary and romantic feelings as well as embrace various 
virtues of Hanok as a rich storytelling. The research on the origin and development 
of contemporary Hanok aesthetics is a first step to recognize the humanistic values of 
Hanok culture. This research is expected to contribute to refining basic concepts of 
Hanok aesthetics so that they can be used as main predicates in writings on Hanok
culture.
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