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Abstract

Over the last century, Korea’s housing culture has undergone many significant changes. 
The organization of interior housing space has also dramatically changed, with each 
space developing a different physical form and with the connections between each space 
having also been altered. Accordingly, terms given to such corresponding areas have 
had different meanings. This study aims to explore daecheong, one of the most import-
ant living areas in Korean housing, which, with modernization, has gradually trans-
formed into what might be termed geosil (living room). This study will examine dae-
cheong by classifying its history of change into a series of time periods. By analyzing 
the fundamental changes of Korean residential space through the accommodation of 
modern-day needs, this article will make the following main arguments: first, a com-
mon space has been established for the whole family instead of separate areas based on 
gender; second, the physical distinctions between the main space and individual rooms 
have been blurred; third, living space has been reorganized in terms of function and 
specialization; and fourth, interspace relations have become independent. The final 
research findings will show that Korean residential culture has partly maintained its 
unique cultural features while simultaneously going through the collisions and conflicts 
in the process of embracing housing culture of modern-day lifestyles.

Keywords: daecheong, maru, geosil (living room), spatial organization, modern-
ization, housing culture
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Introduction

Background and Purpose of the Research

Since Korean society has undergone a process of economy-based modern-
ization, the changes in social structure, family, and consequently lifestyle 
have played a critical role in the transition from traditional housing to 
today’s living spaces. In addition, the composition of interior space has 
seen changes from the traditional layout. During the Japanese colonial 
rule, the urban hanok (traditional Korean house) and eclectic housing 
emerged. After the Korean War, the construction of hanok has almost 
stopped completely. Instead, various types of Western housing have been 
constructed. These can be divided into collective housing and detached 
housing. Furthermore, they can be categorized as private or public detached 
housing, based on the primary developer. With a spatial focus on the trans-
formation from the daecheong 大廳 (large area or floor) to the geosil 居室 

(living room), this article aims to closely analyze the reorganization process, 
driven by modernization, which has seen the transformation of Korean 
residential space into its present form. 

The purpose of this study is as follows: first, to identify the spatial and 
architectural traits of interior space in modern housing, which are dra-
matically different from those of traditional housing; second, to diachron-
ically understand how changes in Korean society and the Korean family, 
brought about by modernization, have affected the arrangements, compo-
sition, and usage of space; and third, to confirm consistent cultural traits 
during the transformation of Korean house culture and assess Korean life-
style and identity in terms of its residential space. 

The definitions and hypothesis of this study are as follows. First, the 
main space of housing is the most important area when planning space for 
each dwelling unit. For traditional Korean housing, the main space is the 
daecheong, whereas for modern residential spaces, it is the geosil.1 As one 
 
 1. According to a survey on Korean residential consciousness in 1985, the attention to the 

living room stood at 45% (men), and to the kitchen, at 44.5% (women), accounting for 
the two highest rates of attention, respectively. The living room ranked first as the most 
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area engages with neighboring areas, an alteration to a certain area can 
change the entire space. In particular, the size, location, and arrangement 
of the main space can have a great effect on the overall space layout. In 
other words, by reviewing changes in the main space, the reorganization 
process of the whole residential space can be understood. Furthermore, 
the main space reflects the lifestyle of those living there. 

Second, the terminology used for a particular area most commonly 
implies its user or function.2 In addition, semantic changes in such ter-
minology proceed with changes in spatial usage and composition. This 
study highlights the fact that there have been various transitional phases 
of change of daecheong, and that different corresponding terms have 
been used in response to those changes, until it has become today’s geo-
sil. For example, as Western-style housing and lifestyle have been intro-
duced and become more widespread, a new term geosil (living room) has 
replaced the old one, maru. This provides clues to tracing spatial chang-
es. As for such terms, each of their etymological significances will be 
examined. 

Third, in spite of the spread of housing that seems to have followed 
Western trends, the factors that lay behind the modernization of Korean 
housing culture are mostly, though arguably, internal factors, which 
reflect and interact with the overall trend of modernization in Korean 
society. The development of Korean residential spaces, which each had 
their own main space, has experienced its own manifestation of moderni-
ty, quite distinct from that of blanket Westernization. 

necessary place (63.7%). The consciousness of residents provides the basis to define the 
living room and the maru as the main spaces (Hyeondae jutaek [Modern Housing] 
[1985] 9: 44-47).

  2. The meaning of the word is determined based on social communication; in particular, 
architectural terms refer to specific forms based on its contextual relations. The “forms” 
refer to spatial form and physical form. Namely, they include space elements and orga-
nization, as well as tectonics and construction. Forms are byproducts of culture, and 
terms express the culture and share their fate with forms. The terms regarding architec-
tural forms convey both the meaning of their function and their shared image (Yoon 
2012, 104).
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Research Framework and Method 

The time range of this study is from the Japanese colonial era to the present, 
during which time a huge transformation in Korean housing occurred. 
Using historical documents and sourcebooks on architecture, floor-plan- 
related cases were carefully selected in order to exhibit traits that were dif-
ferent from those of the previous eras, and each case was then classified 
by era and type. This approach does have its limitations as selected cases 
cannot fully represent all of the residential spaces of a particular era. 
However, by examining the etymological significance of a new term for a 
room, changes in space can be traced. As new housing types and compo-
sitions of space are introduced, new terms responding to such changes are 
coined and diffused, so that old terms eventually lose their significance 
and become extinct. This happens because a change in the term for a cer-
tain space explains the creation, continuity, and extinction of the particu-
lar space in question. Furthermore, this study reviews the backgrounds 
for changes in housing, leveraging documents and statistical data that 
reveal social and cultural conditions of a particular time period. 

The contents of the study were written from a sociological view of 
housing, mainly based on the discourse of the modernization of housing. 
Based on Häußermann and Siebel’s (2000) discourses on the emergence 
of modern housing, the change of the main space into a modern residen-
tial space has been examined from a diachronic viewpoint. Häußermann 
and Siebel (2000, 22-43) argue that there are four different conceptions 
about modern housing: first, the “house as a place away from work,” 
based on the idea of the separation of work and residency; second, the 
“house as a place for a nuclear family,” based on the emergence of modern 
family as social unit; third, the “house as a place for intimacy,” based on 
the separation of publicness and privacy; and fourth, the “house as a com-
modity,” based on the emergence of a housing market. In addition, in 
regards to Korean housing, there seems to have been an almost inevitable 
impact of Western residential culture. In this context, the usage of furni-
ture, for example, is regarded as one of the most important features of 
modern Korean housing, which can be best illustrated by the concept of 
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the house as a place for functional domesticity. 

General Traits of Traditional Korean Housing and the Nature  
of Daecheong 

Hanok, or traditional Korean housing, has physical traits based on region-
al conditions, while the social status of owners determines its space com-
position. The coexistence of ondol and maru is the representative physical 
trait of Korean housing. Ondol, or the Korean under-floor heating system, 
consists of gudeul, the Korean hypocaust and hardwood floors, which are 
set up above the ground. There are two hypotheses on the origin of the 
term maru. One is that maru originated from the Southern region’s pile 
and stilt houses, which were widely spread throughout Southeast China 
and Southeast Asia. In the Southern region’s pile and stilt houses, maru 
floors play the role of the artificial ground, applied to all areas, including 
the kitchen and the bedroom. However, in a hanok, maru is only installed 
in some parts of the house (Jeon and Kwon 2008, 185). Maru is built in 
order to safeguard the heat from ground moisture and also to facilitate 
ventilation. On the other hand, the Northern-origin hypothesis sees the 
term maru as coming from mallu 抹樓, meaning a floor (Lee 2011, 47). In 
other words, maru shares the origin with other words, including maru, 
mallu, and muri, which have their origins in a word meaning a holy place. 
In the regional dialect of Jeollanam-do province, maru or mallu is called 
mallae, malli, or mallu. In this dialect, there is no suffix given for maru, 
such as bang (room). In other words, it is implied that the term maru, 
rather than marubang, already carries the meaning of bang (room) on its 
own. The mallu mainly served as the place to keep ancestral tablets, con-
sisting of a pile of paper with the names of three or four generations of the 
late ancestors on it. It means the mallu was the sacred space to keep the 
tutelary deity of one’s family, called seongju. The fact that no one can sleep 
there, nor can any guest be received there (Chang 1996, 217-218), clearly 
demonstrates the original function and meaning of maru. 

Maru consists of areas including daecheong, numaru, toenmaru, and 
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jjongmaru. All of these are exterior and open, with hardwood floors. 
Among them, daecheong is a word meaning a large area or floor written 
in Sino-Korean characters. The daecheong, facing the yard, has a wood 
board door at the rear, making itself open. In other words, the daecheong 
has the physical structure of maru, while serving both as the main space 
and a sacred place at the same time. The daecheong made of hardwood 
flooring is not equipped with the heating system, which is different from 
ondol in a physical sense. However, the daecheong is different from the 
bang (room) in functional and symbolic terms. In general, bang is smaller 
than daecheong and its ceiling is lower than that of daecheong; bang is 
therefore considered to cater to the lifestyle of floor seating. The higher 
ceilings of the daecheong, however, are suited for standing. On the other 
hand, daecheong and bang were flexibly structured, making it possible to 
open or close, based on one’s needs. 

What stands out in Korean traditional housing is the utilization of 
space for multiple purposes. Rooms were used not only for sleeping and 
eating, but also for enjoying leisure and social activities. The daecheong was 
used as a multi-purpose area as well. However, compared with other areas, 
such as a room for daily living and the kitchen for household chores, the 
daecheong was regarded as a holy area, with a hierarchically elevated stature 

(Jeon and Kwon 2008, 185-186). 
The daecheong was influenced 
culturally from the Northern  
region and physically from the 
Southern region, thereby result-
ing in a duality, while embracing 
a strong character of placeness. 
Although the daecheong was used 
as a living space during the sum-
mer, but its ritual ceremonial 
function was more highly valued. 
Most of all, the daecheong’s major 
symbolic function was to serve as 
a place where a memorial table 

Figure 1. Ancestral Ritual Held in  
Daecheong 

Source:  Chung-gu Co. (1991).

7kj(Jun Nam-il)수정.indd   163 13. 9. 25.   오후 3:54



164 KOREA JOURNAL / AUTUMN 2013

was established and daily food was presented for deceased parents every 
morning and evening for three years after their death.   

Another trait of Korean traditional housing is its spatial division based 
on gender. In the traditional patriarchal family concept, men were consid-
ered the head of household while women belonged to men. Such a hierar-
chical division led to a unique division of living space by gender. Tradi-
tional housing had two separate areas, the anchae, women’s quarters, and 
the sarangchae, men’s quarters. Each quarter had its own daecheong. As 
for the anchae, the daecheong was usually located between the anbang and 
geonneonbang. Rooms on both sides facing the daecheong were allowed to 
enter after ascending to and passing through daecheong, which func-
tioned as the front entrance as well as the hall. With the folding and lifting 
door, neighboring rooms could open as needed. In the sarangchae, the 
daecheong was next to the sarangbang on one side while it faced yards on 
three sides. In other words, the daecheong in sarangchae features spatial 
openness, where guests were welcomed. However, the sarangchae was no 
longer built in modern houses, while the spatial characteristics of anchae 
was maintained even during the modernization of Korean housing. 

Figure 2. Floor Plan of Yeongyeongdang in Changdeokgung Palace with 
 Andaecheong and Sarangdaecheong Separated (1828) 

Source: Ju (1994, 100). 
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Changes in Modern Residential Space

Transition of House as a Place for a Nuclear Family: Daecheong’s Functional 
Changes and Traits of Compromise during the Japanese Colonial Era

During the Japanese colonial era, as industrialization set in, the urban 
concentration of population and the level of congestion in cities intensi-
fied. The urban hanok emerged in this milieu and was commercially built 
and sold by housing developers targeting the urban middle class. This 
housing type was suitable for a nuclear family. The urban hanok had a 
small introvert courtyard, or madang. The major difference from the tra-
ditional hanok was that the urban hanok removed the division between 
the anchae and sarangchae, integrating the family’s living space into the 
anchae. The entire residential space became a place for female activities or 
was underscored as a common living space for the family as a whole. This 
reflects the separate gender-based lifestyle of the modern industrialized 
society, whereby men worked in the city engaging in industrial activities, 
while women mainly stayed at home. Instead of the sarangchae for men, 
there was the munganchae, an outer-wing building with a gate, enabling 
the owner to rent out. In the case of urban hanok, only the anchae had a 
daecheong. Unlike the original meaning of the term, the daecheong, which 
literally means “big floor,” was in reality a small space in the urban hanok 
because of the smaller size of housing.

Originally, the daecheong in the traditional hanok was a space for for-
mal ceremonies. The daecheong was not much used on normal days, except 
during the summer. On the other hand, the urban hanok was a new type of 
housing, embracing modern urban lifestyles, and used the daecheong for 
daily use. There was much criticism at that time against the conventional 
use of the daecheong. On the other hand, there were also increasing talks 
and assertions regarding life and housing improvements, resulting in the 
demand for reforming functions of the daecheong.3 During this period, the 

  3  “Korean housing has a large area, called daecheong, arranged at the center, which keeps 
rooms at both sides from getting warm. Although daecheong is customarily emptied 
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social demand for modern life-
styles began to be heard and many 
life rituals started breaking down. 
For instance, as the daecheong was 
close to the kitchen, meals were 
prepared in the daecheong in some 
middle-class households, which 
were not particularly bound by 
traditional practices. As was the 
Korean way, the daecheong in the 
anchae was equipped with house-
hold items related to housework 
in the kitchen, including cup-
boards, jars, and grain chests. 
Unlike the traditional housing 
seen up until the latter part of the 
Joseon dynasty, the urban hanok 
no longer contained the sarang-
chae. Guests were mainly received in the daecheong of the anchae. There-
fore, the daecheong was used as a place for doing housework and receiving 
guests, prompting confusing circumstances (Jun 2009, 233-237). The fig-
ure above shows functions of the daecheong and the kitchen in an urban 
hanok.

In the Japanese colonial era, the combined term daecheongmaru was 
most commonly used. A leading architect of that time encouraged a small 
chanmaru, or maru for preparing dishes, to be arranged so that housework 
could be done only in the kitchen. This heralded the transformation of the 
daecheong into common living space for the family. The introduction of 

throughout the year, the reason why it is not removed is that procedures and prepara-
tions of ritual ceremonies are conducted in the daecheong. However, these days, house-
holds no longer hold such ceremonies. Therefore, it does not make sense for daecheong 
to occupy the center of housing, as it is expensive, both in construction and land cost. In 
most cases, daecheong is used as a place where meals are prepared and kitchen gadgets 
are kept, thereby making life out of order” (Kim 1923, 56-57).

Figure 3. An Urban Hanok’s Floor Plan 
Proposal for Housing Improvement 
during the Japanese Colonial Era

Source: Dong-A Ilbo, August 8, 1932. 
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daecheongmaru of this period had two meanings. First, the daecheong 
transformed itself into a place not only for non-daily ritual ceremonies but 
also for daily activities. Second, part of its function of receiving guests in the 
rooms was transferred to the main space, initiating the functional differenti-
ation of rooms. 

During the period of Japa-
nese colonial rule, both Japan and 
the West had a great effect on 
Korean housing culture. Besides 
the urban hanok, eclectic housing 
(mixing Japanese and Western 
housing styles) or Western hous-
ing was increasingly built. Further-
more, there were prevalent enlight-
enment ideas, for example, those 
expressed through the housing 
improvement campaign against 
conventional housing of the Joseon 
era. At that time, housing improve-
ment plans without a daecheong or 
maru were common. In one hous-
ing improvement draft proposal 

in 1932, a new area called geogan 居間 appeared instead of the daecheong 
(Fig. 4). Unlike traditional housing, which distinguished areas by gender, 
this was a family-oriented design, which was to be used for guest reception 
as well. The geogan was an eclectic form mixing the daecheong of traditional 
housing, Western living rooms, and Japanese reception spaces. 

Transition of House as a Place for Intimacy: Chaos in Western Housing 
after the Korean War

Right after the Korean War, the eclectic styles of housing were no longer 
built. Eventually, after the 1960s, the hanok was seldom built. As modern 
construction materials and methods were introduced, it was possible to 

Figure 4. Housing Plan for a Low-Income 
Household with Geogan 

Source:   Drawn by Architect Park Gilryong, 
1932.
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build Western-style houses in a faster manner. This was a new type of hous-
ing that could meet the skyrocketing demand resulting from urbanization 
and the rise of nuclear families. The composition of interior spaces, along 
with exterior spaces, experienced a huge transformation. 

At the initial stage of the construction of Western housing in Korea, 
there was no clearly fixed term for the main space. In fact, there were 
many terms, including daecheong, gajoksil (family room), maru, geosil (liv-
ing room), and eungjeopsil (reception room), which were used according 
to the particular circumstances. Between the end of war and the 1960s 
when the hanok and Western housing were built at the same time, the var-
ious terms for space diversified the most. Among them, maru was the 
most common term until the term geosil was popularized. Even though it 
was not the case with the traditional hanok, a space installed with hard-
wood floors without heating was called maru. The maru transformed 
itself into a multipurpose space, embracing the functions of passing, liv-
ing, and holding rituals. When the function of a space was vague, the term  
maru was used, since the term only expressed the physical traits of the 
floor, while the term daecheong held a distinct symbolism. That is, the 
term maru does not express placeness for space. 

Most Western houses in the late 1950s and the early 1960s were luxuri-
ous ones designed by architects. In many of these, the daecheong was located 
next to the anbang, while the reception room was next to the sarangbang. 
While maintaining separate space usage by gender, the nature of space 
altered slightly. The daecheong next to the anbang, the initial form of the 
family living space, continued to grow into the main space of housing. In 
the meantime, the reception room was a transitional form of the sarangdae-
cheong, a space for males only. Later, the size of the reception room was 
gradually reduced. In some cases, it was located near the living room with 
another dining room; the dining and sleeping functions became separated. 
There were some cases from a house built in the late 1950s during the tran-
sition period of the main space being integrated without gender-based dis-
tinction. In this case, there were two maru, one for family and one for guest 
reception. This was a distinction based not on gender but on function. The 
size of maru as reception shrank compared to houses from previous eras. 
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On the other hand, the maru for 
family space was designed very 
large. This was often called a 
family room, where, as the name 
suggests, family members could 
enjoy each other’s company. For 
example, the architect Kim’s house 
(Fig. 5) had a family room larger 
than the reception room. 

In subsequent cases, the re- 
ception room completely disap-
peared. The functions of guest 
reception and family living were 
united and the living spaces of 
men and the family as a whole 
became integrated. In floor plans 
after the 1960s, the Western hous- 

ing of the upper class often had only one living room without reception 
room. 

Cultivation of House as a Place Away from Work: Establishment of  
Geosil in Detached Housing Beginning in the 1960s

1) The Maru and Geosil in Public Detached Housing

After the Korean War, Korean society experienced industrialization on a 
wide scale, leading to a shift in family structure from an extended family 
pattern to a nuclear family pattern, particularly among the young. The 
authorities took the initiative to build public houses in large numbers to 
meet the increasing housing demand. Public detached housing became 
popularized from the late 1950s to the mid-1960s, a relatively short peri-
od of time. The philosophy behind this trend was to meet the needs of the 
changing times and offer an ideal housing, led by the public institutions 
with a vision of modernization. At the time, the key slogans for public 

maid’s
room

bathroom

kitchen
master
room

Figure 5. Floor Plan of Architect Kim 
Won-hoe’s House with a Large Family 
Room, Cheongun-dong in Seoul, 1956

Source: Geonchuk (Architecture) (1956) 2: 4. 
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housing were “modern housing for the nuclear family” and “realization of 
a convenient residential life.” The most controversial issue was the tradi-
tional residential practice of dining and sleeping in the same space, which 
drew criticism for being insanitary. Thus, advocates for housing improve-
ment strongly called for separating the dining from the sleeping space. 
Under these principles, public housing tended to be more progressive and 
innovative than private housing.

In the case of public housing, the term maru was the most widely 
used term at first. However, with lifestyle changes, the term geosil replaced 
maru. Looking at the floor plans in the early 1950s-1960s, the maru was 
often designed to be narrow. In some cases, the maru was even too nar-
row to carry out daily activities in it, such as dining or guest reception, 
meaning that it served only as a passage-way. In addition, the kitchen was 
connected not to the maru, but to the anbang. For the kitchen, there was 
the chanmaru, which was connected to the bedroom, acting as a corridor 
for meal delivery to the room. Daily activities such as dining were done in 
the anbang, just as they had been done in the traditional housing before 
then. Under these circumstances, it is believed that the maru has not been 
significantly used. 

Looking at the later pro-
cess of change, the maru and 
the kitchen were connected 
through a corridor at the cor-
ner of the kitchen. Then, in a 
more developed floor plan, the 
maru and the kitchen were di- 
rectly joined each other. The 
term geosil was first used for 
public houses in 1962. In the 
floor plans after 1962, the kit-
chen was located at the back of 
the geosil, with swing doors or 
sliding doors connecting them, 
or else the geosil and the kitch-

Figure 6. Floor Plan of a Rehabilitation 
House in Hoegi-dong, Seoul, 1956

Source:  Korean National Housing Cooperation 
(1979, 187).
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bedroom
maru
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en were completely open. Due 
to this trend, the link between 
the kitchen and the anbang was 
gradually weakened, so that the 
kitchen and the geosil became 
connected and turned into fami-
ly-oriented living space. In the 
mid-1960s, the term maru was 
completely replaced by the term 
geosil. A typical floor plan was 
comprised of a wooden floor 
geosil, along with three sur-
rounding bedrooms, which was 
adequate for nuclear families 
with about five members.4 

One example of the difference in innovation levels between housing 
types is that most public housing introduced the front door starting from 
the 1960s, while the front door was not mainstreamed in private housing 
until the 1970s. From the beginning, there was the need for a space to put 
shoes in when designing the maru as part of the interior. In the early phase 
when the front door was introduced, it occupied the façade, frequently 
invading the maru’s space. Moreover, some maru were very narrow, mak-
ing the entire façade the front door, resulting in a blurred distinction 
between the front door and the maru. Such Western space composition 
was at odds with housing traditions in which people entered through the 
façade of daecheong and entered each room through the daecheong. 

  4. The number of nuclear families increased rapidly after the 1960s as part of the process 
of urbanization. The main factor behind this trend was the increase in social and geo-
graphic mobility to accommodate new occupations and education systems. Further-
more, household size dwindled as extended families with three or more generations 
decreased from 26.9% in 1960 to 22.1% in 1970. Additionally, the average household 
size decreased from 5.56 in 1960 to 5.24 in 1970 (NSO 1999). 

Figure 7. Floor Plan of a Public Detached 
House, which First Used the Term Geosil, 
in Bulgwang-dong, Seoul, 1962

Source:   Korean National Housing Cooperation  
(1979, 245). 
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2) The Maru in Private Detached Housing

Private urban detached housing built right after the war made use of West-
ern construction methods and materials, while choosing conventional 
space arrangements. In the case of private detached housing, the term 
maru was generally used from the end of war to the mid-1970s. Until the 
early 1960s, many traditional traits of the daecheong remained, so the 
maru was open to the yard. The maru served as an intermediate space, 
leading rooms to the yard. The kitchen was able to be accessed through 
the yard, and had a furnace installed, thereby resulting in a level gap 
between the kitchen and other areas. The role of sarangbang, or the space 
for men, was further reduced or died out entirely, while the anbang was 
integrated into a space for the husband and wife. Individual rooms 
became separate not by gender, but by generation. 

After the early 1960s, the most noticeable change was that the previ-
ous floor plan which used to arrange rooms in line on the left and right of 
maru was no longer used. The kitchen, rooms, and the bathroom were 
added at the back of the maru. 
Rooms were placed around the 
maru on three sides: the back, 
left, and right. The anbang was 
situated on the front, not at the 
corner; in the meantime, the 
kitchen was placed at the rear. A 
new connecting space appeared 
at the corner of the maru from  
the kitchen, so moving around 
while doing housework became 
more convenient. In the middle 
of the housing space, there was 
a maru, which was connected to 
all areas of the house. However, 
given that it was not used much, 
its size was smaller than that of 

Figure 8. Floor Plan of a Single House  
with Rooms Placed on Three Sides  
of the Maru, in Imun-dong, Seoul,  
Mid-1960s

Source: Cho (1984, 76). 
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other rooms. The doors of all the rooms faced the maru, which formed a 
passage-way, similar to a hall. In other words, interactions and exchanges 
between family members occurred naturally here. This was well suited to a 
community-oriented family culture. 

The reason this space composition was possible was that modern 
furniture, such as sofas, had not yet been popularized. There was no need 
for the surface of walls, and no furniture arrangements caused a distur-
bance, even when people walked across the maru. Furthermore, Western 
tables had not become widespread, so people still used a babsang, a Kore-
an short-legged table, on which to have meals. The dining space was the 
maru or the anbang. Meanwhile, the functions of each residential space 
had not been differentiated yet, which means that space usage was still 
multi-purpose. The floor plan of private detached housing in the mid-
1970s had a maru and a kitchen more openly connected. This almost 
coincided with the take-up in usage of the term geosil. The main space 
became a space for everyday life, like traditional rooms. Furniture, such as 

Figure 9. Floor Plan of a Single House 
with a Non-Rectangular Geosil, 
Open to the Kitchen, in Myenmok- 
dong, Seoul, Mid-1970s

Source: Park (1987, 49).

Figure 10. Floor Plan of a Single House 
with Dining Space and a Rectangular 
Geosil, in Jangan-dong, Seoul, 1980s

Source: Park (1987, 51).
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a sofa suite, was then introduced in the geosil. Consequently, its function as 
a common space for the family grew stronger. The size of geosil or the maru 
grew bigger. Nevertheless, in the early stage of introducing the geosil, it was 
difficult to properly arrange furniture due to its non-rectangular space. 
Beginning in the late 1970s and the 1980s, rectangular floor plans enabled 
the geosil to have an orthodox form. In other words, the geosil began to have 
walls, making furniture arrangements easier. 

Such arrangement changes came alongside the change in the heating 
system. Although the maru was fitted with glass windows, the daecheong’s 
traditional usage as a space for the summer remained, which meant there 
was no heating system. However, as the need for heating grew, heating 
systems were gradually installed in the maru for the sake of more com-
fortable living. At first, heating devices such as stoves were used. Later, 
briquette boilers and oil boilers were introduced, followed by radiators. 
However, the radiator heating system was not preferred in the culture of 
floor seating in which the maru was the daily living space. 

Transition to House as a Place for Functional Domesticity: Initial Features 
of the Geosil in Apartment 

1) The Public Apartment Geosil

As in the planning philosophy of the Mapo Apartment Complex in Seoul, 
the first of its kind, public apartments were meant to break from conven-
tional housing culture by popularizing modern and convenient living 
spaces, a change led by the government. Thus, it was built on the premise 
of Western lifestyles, actively adopting the living room concept of furni-
ture seating. While private apartment housing did not establish the con-
cept of geosil completely at first, the Korean National Housing Corpora-
tion clearly used the term geosil when building apartments. 

Since the period of the Japanese colonial rule, the hygiene-related 
debate over whether to distinguish the dining space from the sleeping 
space had continued until the 1970s. However, with limited space, it was 
difficult to arrange additional dining space, always bringing about contro-
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versies over the function and size of the anbang and the geosil. By the 
early 1970s, many apartment buildings adopted a briquette heating sys-
tem. Under this condition, heating reached the anbang close to the kitch-
en, not the geosil. The geosil was installed with hardwood flooring. In fact, 
until the late 1970s, the anbang was different from the Western bedroom 
for married couples. People were not accustomed to using the geosil, 
therefore the geosil was designed to be smaller than the anbang in many 
cases. The anbang accommodated various activities, including sleeping, 
dining, watching TV, and family talks (Korean Collective Housing Asso-
ciation 1999, 339). It meant that the geosil did not play a role as the com-
mon living space for the family, despite what might be expected by its 
name. 

This space composition underwent a tremendous change with inno-
vations to the heating system. By introducing a central heating system, 
the kitchen and the anbang were separated and the geosil neared the 
kitchen, without a level gap. Many used the geosil as a dining space as 
well. When arranging the living and dining area without a sofa suite, it is 
believed to have maintained the lifestyle whereby meals were delivered via 
bapsang (portable dining table) from the kitchen to the geosil, where the 
family dined. Consequently, there emerged a hybrid type of space when 
the living, dining, and kitchen (LDK) spaces were open. 

In addition, early apartments were equipped with sliding doors for 
the anbang, keeping the connection between the geosil and the anbang. 
The previous flexibility and openness in the space between the daecheong 
and other rooms remained. After that, sliding doors no longer appeared, 
but swing doors between each room and the geosil occupied a good part 
of the geosil wall space. As in the cases of detached housing, through an 
opened swing door, the geosil could be seen in front, which created a 
strong visual connection. This door made it a challenge to arrange the 
furniture, but in a lifestyle of floor seating, this was not a significant prob-
lem. It meant that furniture usage in the apartment geosil did not become 
widely spread until the 1970s. 
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Figure 11. Floor Plan of Mapo Apart-
ment with Sliding Doors Dividing 
the Bedroom from the Geosil, 
Dohwa-dong, Mapo-gu, Seoul, 1964 

Source: Korean National Housing 
Cooperation (1979, 267). 

Figure 12. Floor Plan of an Apartment 
with a Bigger Anbang than Geosil, 
Dongbuichon-dong, Seoul, 1967

Source:  Korean Collective Housing 
Association (1999, 390). 
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Figure 13. Floor Plan of Seoseoul Apartment  
with an Open Geosil, Ahyeon-dong,  
Seoul, 1970

Source: Korean National Housing Cooperation 
(1979, 306). 
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2) The Marubang and the Geosil of Small Apartment Housing 

The introduction of the first apartment housing to Korea goes back to 
Japanese private apartment housing built during the period of Japanese 
colonial rule. By the 1960s, private apartment buildings were affected by 
Japanese style, mainly adopting the inner corridor style,5 which is com-
monly adopted in Japanese detached housing. In particular, the trace of 
inner corridors was at odds with the maru and the geosil, lingering in a 
variety of vague characters and forms by the 1970s. After that, the inner 
corridor changed into a maru or marubang, which was the early form 
established before the geosil. 

Floor plans in the 1960s were affected by the inner-corridor type, 
whereby apartment housing was mostly composed of two bedrooms with-
out a geosil. The corridor led from the front door, while bedrooms were 
arranged at the front and back. In other instances, bedrooms were at the 
back of a central corridor and a sliding door divided areas at the front. 
Depending on the circumstances, this corridor expanded, forming a space 
called the marubang as well, which had a complex character, acting as an 
entrance hall and a corridor, or the corridor and the maru. Considering 
the origin of the maru, it was not usually given the suffix bang (room) 
(Chang 1996, 204). During that period, as a part of working-class apart-
ment housing, it was small and did not have a geosil; or, if it did, it was 
installed with a door, like a room, and was used both as a geosil and as a 
bedroom in many cases.6 Thus, marubang was a made-up term, showing 
its in-between character. Only after the corridor became open, the typical 
geosil completed at the front of an apartment unit. Apartment housing 
after the 1970s became larger, while the geosil and the anbang were typi-
cally arranged at the front of a unit, side by side. 

 

  5. In this style, the long corridor cut through the interior of the floor plan. The floor plan 
arranged major residential areas in the front along the corridor, while subordinate areas 
such as the kitchen, the washroom and the toilet were placed in the rear.

  6. The small apartment unit was around 18.2–52.8 m² at that time (Yum 1970, 95-111).
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Agglomeration of Modernity: The Establishment of Korean Apartment  
Geosil

Apartment housing after the 1970s represented middle-class housing for a 
nuclear family, swiftly replacing detached housing. All current housing con-
structions commonly use the term geosil. The terms of the past, such as dae-
cheong, maru, and marubang are hardly used, except in some detached 
houses. 

After the Korean War, private apartment housing was provided for 
the working class, while the design concept began to change immensely 
beginning in the mid-1970s, along with the entrance of large construction 
companies. As apartment housing became more exclusive and grew 
beyond the reach of the middle class, the size of the units became bigger, 

Figure 14. Floor Plan of Munhwachon 
Apartment, Small Apartment with 
the Inner-Corridor Instead of the 
Main Space, Hongje-dong, Seoul, 
1960s

Source: Korean National Housing 
Cooperation (1979, 283). 

Figure 15. Floor Plan of KNHC 
Apartment, a Small Apartment  
with a Marubang, an Expanded 
Version of the Inner-Corridor, 
Dogok-dong, Seoul, 1970s

Source: Korean National Housing 
Cooperation (1979, 208). 
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in spite of the reduction in the number of household members.7 The 
design of the space, based on Western living styles, was a subject of much 
focus. This reflected a combination of various social factors, including the 
improvement of living standards due to economic growth and the need 
for functional residential living. With various rooms emerging, function 
differentiation and the active popularization of furniture continued. Func-
tion differentiation began with the need for arranging additional dining 
space, with a dining table being introduced. This change was actively 
brought about when a stand-up sink for the kitchen was first introduced 
and also through an attempt to reduce domestic work. 

The introduction of a sofa 
to the geosil was deeply involved 
in lifestyle changes and the em- 
ergence of the nuclear family8 
brought about through modern-
ization. As social industrializa-
tion was in full swing after the 
1970s, there were clear distinc-
tions over daily activities. For 
example, men went to work-
place, children went to school, 
and housewives stayed at home, 
doing domestic work. The sym-
bol of modern industrialized 
society at that time, the so-called 

  7. The average number of household members decreased from 5.04 in 1975 to 3.34 in 
1995. On the other hand, the average floor space per household increased from 41.4 m² 
in 1975 to 58.6 m² in 1995 (NSO 1999). 

  8. The ratio of nuclear family, at a mere 35.53% of the total households in the 1930s, 
soared to 66.8% in 1966 and to 75.3% in 1985 (NSO 1999). Furthermore, the number of 
apartment dwellers per unit was at 3-4 persons (47.7%), followed by 5-6 (32.3%), 7-8 
(10.6%), and 1-2 (7.7%) in 1970. Given the average number of household members in 
the 1970s was 5.24, households living in apartments were more likely to be nuclear fam-
ilies (Yum 1970).

Figure 16. Floor Plan of Yeouido Apart-
ment with Furniture Arranged, in  
Yeouido, Seoul, 1970

Source: Jutaek (Housing) 11.2 (1963): 115.
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“sweet home,” was that of a man who returns home after work and rests, 
having a goodtime together with his family members. A sofa suite was one 
of the symbols that indicated the resting function of the geosil. With both 
sides of the geosil walled, no doors were hung there to interrupt traffic 
movements with furniture rearrangements. While the daecheong became a 
thing of the past, flexibly connected to its neighboring space, the geosil was 
functioned as an independent room. 

Furthermore, the Western furniture seating lifestyles being adopted 
by the upper class, which pursued convenience, furniture was considered 
an advanced lifestyle choice. This trend can be explained as an assimila-
tion process, where the lower class gradually adopts what is initiated by 
the upper class. In other words, the lower class tends to copy the residen-
tial style of the upper class. As a special and symbolic trend spreads wide-
ly, it becomes generalized.9 In 1986, 49.7 percent of households used a 
drawing-room suite, which means that approximately half of all house-
holds adopted the furniture seating lifestyle in the geosil.10 The geosil came 
to be the most frequently used space in a house. By contrast, the function 
of the anbang was diminished, underscoring the role of the bedroom for 
couples. In general, the geosil was designed larger than the anbang. This 
trend also reflected aspirations to decorate the geosil more spaciously and 
magnificently, out of a personal sense of vanity, as the geosil became a 
space to represent family togetherness and happiness. In traditional hous-
ing, the anbang was decorated with a large and splendid jangnong, a tradi-
tional Korean wardrobe, to show off the family’s wealth. This role was 
passed over to the geosil. 

  
  9. Karnacher (1987) defines such trend as a colonization pressure or assimilation pressure. 

In addition, Häußermann and Siebel (2000) refer to it as part of civilization process. In 
other words, the overculture tends to move from the upper class, to the middle class, 
and to the lower class by imitating and spreading it. And it also flows from metropolitan 
to non-metropolitan areas. 

10. The survey was conducted over 813 dwellers aged 20-65 living in metropolitan areas of 
Korea. Detached housing dwellers accounted for 59.9%, and apartment housing, for 
18%. In 1989, the bed-use rate increased from 7.8% to 32.9%, and the dining table use 
rate, from 46.2% to 67.1% (Hyeondae jutaek [Modern Housing] [1990] 1: 90). 
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By the 1970-1980s, the main floor-finishing material of apartment 
housing was wood, as the concept of traditional maru remained. When 
the heating system was first introduced, it was a radiator heating system, 
suitable for a furniture seating style. This was a compromise to keep the 
custom of not heating floors and to reflect modern Western residential 
style at the same time. However, the more frequently the geosil was used, 
the stronger the demand for floor heating because the old habit in favor of 
the traditional floor seating still remained, even though the Western style 
furniture was introduced. Accordingly, after the 1980s, as equipment and 
technology developed, a floor panel heating system was adopted, eventu-
ally bringing about heated floors. At that time, hardwood floors were not 
suitable for floor heating, being replaced with floors made of synthetic 
materials. 

After the 1980s, the apart-
ment geosil was located at the cen-
ter of the floor plan with rooms ar- 
ranged on either side, keeping its 
typical form. This is the same as 
that of traditional housing, where 
the daecheong was at the center 
with rooms on both sides. This tra-
ditional arrangement was closely 
in line with the function of the geo-
sil. It was designed for the sake of 
easier access from individual space. 
Although the preference for open 
main space remained, there was  
a trend of dividing private space 

from public space after the 1980s. Bedrooms got more privacy by making 
the door unnoticeable.

The main design goal for the geosil was to make it look spacious, so 
the front window was designed as wide as possible. This is attributable to 
the deeply traditional roots of the daecheong, which is characterized by its 
open nature. Although the maru is no longer a staple in Korean housing, 

Figure 17.  Typical Floor Plan with a 
Focus on the Geosil after the 1980s, 
Keumho Apartment in Mok-dong, 
Seoul

geosil
bedroom

bedroom

bedroomdining
kitchen

anbang

7kj(Jun Nam-il)수정.indd   181 13. 9. 25.   오후 3:54



182 KOREA JOURNAL / AUTUMN 2013

even today the front window of the geosil reaches the end of the floor, 
leading to the balcony, reflecting an open characteristic of the maru. This 
can also be traced to the daecheong, which was closely related to the exte-
rior space. In addition, the low chest of drawers in geosil was preferred to a 
tall built-in one, representing a change in furniture design, based on shift-
ing Korean lifestyles, which began to incorporate both the Korean tradi-
tion of floor seating and the Western lifestyle of furniture seating. Almost 
all non-daily housework or leisure activities were done in the geosil, which 
acted as a multipurpose space. For example, when many guests gathered, 
the geosil served as a dining room with a large bapsang placed in it, where 
people share meals, sitting on the floor. This demonstrates a strong cultural 
continuity. Recently, the ondolmaru has replaced synthetic products, 
which were used as the material for floor finishing when floor heating was 
first introduced. This is a complex method where the surface is finished 
with wood and the substructure is installed with panel heating equipment 
underneath, leveraging modern technology, unlike the traditional maru, 
which was raised from the ground. It is fair to say that this is a new floor 
form integrating the ondol and maru (Jeon and Kwon 2008, 190). In fact, 
according to traditional concepts, the ondol (with floor heating) and maru 
(without floor heating) could not be combined. Therefore, the newly 
coined term ondolmaru was not logically possible from the beginning. 
Though technology advancement gave birth to the term ondolmaru, this 
term was only used to refer to commercial materials and equipment for a 
short period of time, while the term geosil is still used for the daily living 
space itself. 

Results and Discussions

The concept of the main space started with the daecheong, the traditional 
residential space for ritual ceremonies, which has evolved into today’s geo-
sil. The following is a brief analysis of the series of processes that brought 
the traditional daecheong to the form of a geosil. 

First, the main space of the house moved from the daecheong, or ritu-
al space, to the geosil, or daily living space. The traditional space occupan-
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cy by gender also disappeared when the geosil replaced the daecheong. 
Space became gender-neutral and the geosil also gained freer access to the 
dining space and the kitchen, forming a common living space. The home 
culture in Korea turned into a culture that values family togetherness and 
exchanges, with a focus on the nuclear family. Therefore, the geosil trans-
formed itself into a space to realize the “ideal home,” representing the 
characteristic and preferences of the modern family. The main common 
space in Korean homes is no longer a holy place, but now a family living 
place. 

Second, the transition from the daecheong or maru to the geosil rep-
resents the physical transformation of Korean residential space. The dae-
cheong was a space primarily used during the summer, as it was open to 
the outdoors. But as this character disappeared, common space became a 
place which people could use regardless of the climate, throughout the 
year. At that time, the installation of modern floor heating contributed 
significantly to this change. This type of change in the main space explains 
how the physical disparities between the entire interior spaces subsequently 
disappeared. Through the reintroduction of panel heating for the geosil, the 
daecheong and maru of the past were reborn as a new modern space, com-
bining tradition and modernity. As the geosil has become more comfort-
able and convenient, the differences in symbolic status from the past have 
weakened. The heating method of the geosil adapted to Korean residential 
living, while traditional floor-finishing traits disappeared altogether. In 
addition, the relationship between interior and exterior spaces has become 
disconnected. Along with this, the front door has become the only route 
that connects the interior to the exterior. 

Third, the establishment of the geosil ushered in the differentiation of 
spatial function, triggering a big transition: one place for each residential 
function. The factor now dictating spatial function is the arranged furni-
ture that was introduced through the Westernization of lifestyles. This 
change coincided with the transition from the tradition of floor seating to 
the lifestyle of furniture seating. The term maru meant floor materials, a 
term that does not give the context of the space to which it refers. In other 
words, the maru did not express its function, which could explain various 
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functional confusion regarding its purpose during the transition of the 
main space. While the term maru only refers to the trait of the floor with-
out the context of its placeness, the terms daecheong and geosil both indi-
cate each of their placeness. In particular, the term geosil is a contrast to 
bedroom. As implicit in the word geo (to live), geosil clearly means activi-
ties such as resting and interacting. 

Fourth, the change from the daecheong to the maru, and from the 
maru to the geosil shows the shifting of spatial composition: from interre-
lated space to independent space. As for the daecheong, it had walls com-
posed of sliding doors, with a strong connection between neighboring 
places, diminishing their independence. As time went by, swing doors 
gradually replaced sliding doors. Later, the geosil became more indepen-
dent, visually separated from the neighboring rooms. Its composition was 
designed in order to secure walls for the sake of furniture arrangement. In 
spite of these changes, the geosil was generally located in the middle of the 
entire residential space, following the traits of the typical Korean residen-
tial floor plan. Indeed, a characteristic of today’s Korean housing is that 
almost all Korean residential spaces still uphold the geosil-centric floor 
plan type. It seems to have been designed to strike a balance between the 
public and private characteristics of space within a house.

Conclusion

As reviewed above, the change from the daecheong to geosil (living room), 
the shifting of the main space of the home, is the defining factor that rep-
resents the changes in Korean residential space during modernization. It is 
anticipated that this study will contribute to the wider literature on Korean 
residential living spaces, as it closely explores the characteristics of the 
main space through a diachronic methodology. The interior residential 
space is closely related to the everyday life of the family, thereby respond-
ing and adapting to the changes and demands of the time swiftly. In par-
ticular, as space changed, different terms arose, suggesting the spatial 
characteristics of the time and the changes in lifestyle that were occurring. 
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In accordance with the universal features of the modernization of housing 
examined so far, Korean residential space has undergone a transforma-
tion into the house as a place away from work, the house as a place for a 
small family, the house as a place for intimacy, the house as a commodity, 
and the house as a place for functional domesticity.

The analysis presented in this article illustrates the implicit hold that 
modernity took over Westernization in bringing about changes to the 
housing structure in Korea. The change from the daecheong to the geosil 
has had a tremendous effect on the modern reorganization of the entire 
residential space, progressing closely in line with changes in other spaces. 
Despite such transformation, some cultural elements remained with iden-
tifiable roots from traditional Korean space. For example, the often-cited 
argument that equates modernization entirely with Westernization, due 
to the widespread changes in lifestyles, including the adoption of Western 
furniture, is unsupported by evidence. However, some evidence has been 
found which supports the argument of the impact of hybrid residential 
culture on all residential areas, thus highlighting the continuation of the 
hierarchy of the main space and the primacy given to it, which can be 
read as a reflection of cultural inheritance. 

The establishment of geosil shows a process of conflicts and the even-
tual acceptance of Western styles, as well as the conventional and modern 
ones, which eventually developed into contemporary Korean housing cul-
ture. This study identifies the essential elements in the transformation of 
Korean residential space into its modern incarnation. The typical composi-
tion of Korean residential space reflects a combination of culture, technolo-
gy, ideology, and changes in both society and family. To conclude, the reor-
ganization witnessed in Korean residential space following modernization 
is characterized by the practical equalization of the entire space along with 
the designed segmentation of each space. It is also noticeable that the main 
space has lost its original symbolic role and physical character, resulting in 
the creation of a new living space for modern Korean residents.

In this short study, the sometimes complex and finely nuanced argu-
ments over the role of modernity in housing could only be examined 
briefly. There remains a need for a closer look through further research 
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which employs a more in-depth design to examine the changes in residen-
tial space in terms of both Korean and Westernized housing culture. 
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