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Cultural Property Protection Policy and the “Modern Era” in South Korea:
Focusing on the Creation of the “Cultural Properties Registration System”

Hyeon-Jeong KIM

By the end of the 1990s most Japanese colonial architecture, ranging from
Japanese Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples to government buildings, had been
excised from the Korean landscape, leaving a historical gap in the architectural
history. Some Japanese colonial buildings were demolished to symbolically regain
Korean sovereignty, while others remained in use due to financial considerations.

The Cultural Property Protection Law (munhwajae pohopdp) of South Korea
which was legislated and announced to preserve and utilize cultural properties in
1962, did not regard cultural products invented through human cultural activity
during the modern era including the Japanese colonial era as South Korean cultural
properties. However in 2001 through the amendment of the Cultural Property
Protection Law, the “Cultural Properties Registration System (tiingnok munhwajae
chedo)” was enacted and made it possible to register cultural products created
through human cultural activities of the modern era including the Japanese colonial
era as national cultural properties.

This article explores how modern cultural products could be treated and
registered as South Korean national cultural property, which are characterized as “the
treasures of wisdom of life with the living spirits of a nation,” the “essence” and the
“foundation” of a “national culture.”

Firstly, the paper examines the institutional change of the Cultural Property

Protection Law, shifting from the old institution of the Japanese colonial era to a
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guard protecting the national culture. Secondly, the paper considers the details and
characteristics of the Cultural Properties Registration System. Thirdly, this paper
analyzes how the South Korean discipline of architecture has comprehended and
valuated the modern architecture and the modernity of a nation focused on Japanese
colonial architecture. Finally, this paper considers the urban planning of Seoul and
its change of paying attention and prioritizing the emphasis of the historical (cultural)
landscape. In doing so, it will simultaneously make some specific links with the
change of the Cultural Property Protection Law and the creation of a new national
property of the modern era, including the Japanese colonial era as being discursively

reproduced within the heritage sector.



