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Unfinished Sanctuary:  

One Hundred Years of Managing and Planning the Grounds of Gyeongbokgung Palace 

 

Ryoko MIYAZAKI 

 

Gyeongbokgung, the official palace of the Joseon dynasty, in addition to serving as a symbol of dynastic 

authority, is a space that can also be described as a sacred site for the Korean people. The main purpose of this book 

is to clarify the details of a project that involved reorganizing the grounds of Gyeongbokgung Palace during the 

period when Korea was under Japanese Rule (i.e., from the beginning of substantive rule in the late 1900s to 1945). 

While the prevailing social situation in Korea and the governance policies of the local Japanese authorities 

underwent significant changes over these four decades, so too did the palace grounds and people’s awareness of the 

ways in which it was being used within a wider context. 

Japan, which ruled over Korea under the premise of modernizing the country, refused to acknowledge the 

spiritual character of Gyeongbokgung and treated it simply as a space of former power. The grounds were 

commandeered by the Japanese authorities, and by the early 1910s, many of the palace structures had been deemed 

unnecessary and disposed of. Other factors included the fact that a Joint Promotion Exposition (kyōshinkai) was 

held on the palace grounds, and the construction of government offices and other facilities for use by the 

Government-General was planned. All of these measures were consistent with the fate that had befallen the early 

modern castles of Japan, which were regarded as symbols of the old shogunate. Moreover, while significant 

structures had been retained on the sites of some of Japan’s castles, with the idea of converting them into parks to 

arrange for their upkeep, only the main structures were retained at Gyeongbokgung. Indeed, no fewer than three 

plans were drafted to convert the palace grounds into parklands through the early 1910s. 

However, the drawings produced at the time suggest that the expansion of parkland areas within the palace 

grounds was given priority over the preservation of the surviving structures. Essentially, the plans, which entailed 

converting the palace grounds into a Western-style formal garden while reflecting contemporary trends in Japanese 

park design, were consistent with the policy of the Government-General at that time which sought to demonstrate 

the legitimacy of its rule through the rapid civilization and modernization of Korean society. In addition, 

investigations concerning reorganization of the palace grounds were advanced at the sole discretion of the 

Government-General. 

In the 1920s, however, calls to convert the palace grounds into parkland, including areas that were closed to the 

public (i.e., areas other than the area where the Government-General of Korea’s Museum had been opened on the 

palace grounds in 1915), began to emanate from the Keijō (Seoul) prefectural government and the residents of 

Keijō (primarily among the Japanese). These calls arose in response to the urban planning legislation being enacted 

on the Japanese mainland. What they and some of the senior bureaucrats in the Government-General hoped for was 

to create a park that made use of the traditional landscape of Gyeongbokgung, in direct contrast to the park 

conversion schemes of the early 1910s. In Korea and in the Japanese home islands, the concepts of the conservation 

and preservation of historic spaces, structures, and cultural properties became increasingly established from the late 

1910s into the early 1930s. In conjunction with this shift, recognition of Gyeongbokgung as a site of historical and 
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cultural value became more widespread, and it is evident that this also fostered the realization that the question of 

how the palace grounds were to be reorganized and utilized was not one that should be determined at the sole 

discretion of the Government-General. 

Although plans for transferring the jurisdiction over Gyeongbokgung to Keijō Prefecture and integrating it with 

the planning of other city parks were formulated and very nearly realized by the Government-General and Keijō 

prefectural government from the late 1920s onward, these plans deadlocked until the end of the 1930s. In the end, 

the Government-General continued to administer Gyeongbokgung. However, from the mid-1920s, while work 

progressed to convert the grounds into a space for civil servants of the Government-General, it became apparent 

that the palace grounds—not only the museum area that was already open to the public, but other areas as 

well—were being effectively put to use as a public park and tourist destination. In addition, although the 

Government-General of Korea’s Art Museum was completed in 1939 in an area not yet open to the public, its 

architectural design was in an oriental style that was in harmony with the surrounding landscape, and which 

contrasted with the Western design of the earlier Government-General Museum. The perception of Gyeongbokgung 

as a site of historical significance that was worthy of preservation was not shared by the Government-General, and 

Gyeongbokgung was never officially recognized as a park. Nevertheless, the actual views expressed by the citizens 

of Keijō did come to be reflected in the Japanese authorities’ subsequent policies for the reorganization and use of 

the palace grounds. 

Gyeongbokgung was initially regarded as a site that would come to reflect the one-way relationship between the 

ruler and the ruled, where the Japanese authorities would confer upon Koreans the gift of modernization. However, 

a shift in the course of the Government-General’s governing policy (from martial rule to cultural politics), as well 

as the gradual transformation towards the site being regarded as a locus for political and cultural integration in 

colonial Korea, Gyeongbokgung came to be regarded as a space of reconciliation between the ruler and the ruled. 

This fact also finds expression in the use of athletics facilities that were installed on the palace grounds. Originally 

set up for use by the athletics association of civil servants of the Government-General (the Government-General 

Athletics Club), these facilities were later expanded and made available for use by non-members of the club as well. 

They became a site for the embodiment, mediated by sports, of the spirit of Nissen yūwa (reconciliation between 

Japan and Korea). 

It is also worth noting that several forms of native Korean media came into being in colonial Korea in 

conjunction with this shift to cultural politics. None of these, however, took up the question of how the 

Gyeongbokgung Palace grounds might be used, a discussion that continued to be developed at the initiative of the 

Japanese during this period. In the 1930s, we also begin to find instances in the Korean media describing a policy 

(most likely issued directly from the Government-General) that would “take advantage of the original state of 

Gyeongbokgung, while using it as a site of historical and artistic education.” Gyeongbokgung, originally a royal 

palace, had been a rarefied space inaccessible to most Koreans even before Japanese colonization, and its seizure 

by the Japanese had put the space even further beyond the reach of the local populace. This is also reflected in how, 

not having come up with their own vision for addressing the problem of “what to do with Gyeongbokgung now that 

it is no longer a royal palace,” the Korean people simply inherited the policies drafted by the Japanese. 

Whereas the endemic spiritual, historical, and cultural values of Gyeongbokgung have remained constant, the 
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question of how to interpret and position these values undergoes repeated transformation in concert with shifts in 

the political system, the social situation, and people’s values. While the sanctuary was returned to the Korean 

people after the end of colonial rule, with the political and social ideals of each age, people’s concept of the 

palace’s “proper” status (i.e., how Gyeongbokgung should ideally be utilized and maintained) as well as the 

physical state of the palace grounds, will continue to change in the future. 




