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This month's issue of <SEOUL MADE> is a song: an ode of reconciliation 

for the old and new generations of artisans and manufacturers who have 

stood by Seoul's manufacturing sector and are bringing it back to its feet. 

Back in the day, urban manufacturing was the hope of Seoul. But as the 

city grew wealthier, the sweaty and grimy toil of manufacturing became an 

eyesore. Seoul set out to focus on a high-added-value tertiary industry, and 

many manufacturers were sent packing. How wretched they must have 

felt then. But then Seoul's quantitative growth halted, jobs became scarcer 

and the urban centers became empty. The city proceeded to beckon 

manufacturing back in with open arms - what a turn of events. The truth 

is, the Seoul of then was enraptured by 'Grow Potential' and overlooked 

'Sustainability'. For this we're sorry. Let this song be our rather awkward 

gesture of reconciliation. Let us put the past behind us. Let's go together.

A reconciliatory

ode for urban 

manufacturing in 

Seoul
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located in Mullae-dong 

has worked machinery 

and metals for close to 

half a century. Through 

his hands he has practiced 

his conviction: “With 

manufacturing, you tend 

to get back what you put 

into it.” 
Photographer Kim Daejin
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Urban manufacturing 
in Seoul - roots

Urban manufacturing was a pillar of development and the key to progress in post-

war Seoul. We look at the most crucial moments in Seoul's 60 years of manufacturing 

history and meet artisans who have dedicated their lives to their art.



A photo of Changsin-dong from 1947.

Changsin-dong became the “Daldongne” 

where immigrants gathered after the 

Korean War. Later the Dongdaemun 

Pyeonghwa Fashion Market would be 

established nearby, turning the shanty 

town into 'A Maze of Sewing Factories'.

 The photo shows life in the area before all 

this happend - the calm before the storm.

There were the 'engineer guys' along Cheonggyecheon Stream and Eulji-

ro street, the metalworkers of Mullae-dong, the factory workers in Guro, 

and the seamsters and seamstresses of Changsin-dong. As the quaternary 

industrial revolution progresses, the world is looking back on manufacturing. 

In the tsunami that is the change of our time, what we need most may be to 

contemplate the basics - the roots. Answers to the future may be found in 

our past; hence we look back at what Seoulite manufacturing was like back 

in the day.

The idea of covering Cheonggyecheon 

Stream up had been around since the 

turn of the century. However, the Samil 

Overpass was built over the stream - 

lengthwise - from 1958 to 1976, becoming 

a symbol of Seoul's development.

1960s Korea was struggling to emerge 

again from the ashes of the Korean War, 

and factories large and small sprang up in 

the city centers. Workers were crammed 

into so-called 'beehives' where they ate 

and slept. Every minute not spent eating 

or sleeping was spent working in factories 

like the one where this 1964 photo was 

taken.

Sewoon Plaza, designed by master 

architect Kim Soogeun, was a massive 

building stretching North-South through 

the heart of Seoul, spanning four of the 

city's downtown thoroughfares. The name 

'Sewoon' means 'all the world's good 

fortune'. Sewoon was the only general 

home shopping arcade in Korea, and they 

made literally everything here: 'even tanks 

and spaceships,' said some.

The road built over Cheonggyecheon 

Stream was opened to the public in 

1964. Pyeonghwa Fashion Market, the 

monolithic structure in the background, 

was built just two years earlier. Refugees 

from North Korea living in the shanty 

towns lining the stream and working their 

sewing machines to make and sell clothes 

were the roots of Pyeonghwa Fashion 

Market and the apparel manufacturing 

industry which sprang up around it.

Fall 1966 marked the beginning of the 

state's economic development drive, 

and the beginning of work on Sewoon 

Plaza, buildings A, and B of which were 

completed in 1967. Then President Park 

Jung-hee and Seoul Mayor Kim Hyun-ok 

attended the completion of this historic 

structure, which was the first mixed 

residential-commercial building in Seoul.

1960s1940s

The way things were
A chronology of urban manufacturing in Seoul

Changsin-dong before Bridging the streamPyeonghwa Market An electronic genesisFrom the ashes of war The world's good fortune
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As part of the Saemaul Movement, the 

'Domestic Industry Center' was opened 

in Youngdeungpo. Workers at the center 

made some 60,000 types of children's 

toys in the shape teddy bears, rabbits, 

cats, and baskets. These were exported 

to the likes of the USA, Japan, Canada, 

and Europe, bringing a stream of foreign 

currency into the country.

This be-all and end-all of fashion 

manufacturing first opened its doors 

in 1970. Everything from textiles to 

accessories is found in this market which 

is still a hangout for the clothesmakers of 

Seoul. The market had similar stature back 

in 1980, too : note the sizable parking lot 

packed full of cars.

The fashion industry grew out of 

Pyeonghwa Market and Dongdaemun, 

and this was made possible by the sewing 

factories in Changsin-dong which supplied 

the clothes. Many of the small sewing 

factories still survive today to make for a 

charming atmosphere. 

The Guro Industrial Complex developed in 

the 1980s was the front line of the Korean 

export industry, 'bringing home the dollars' 

as they used to say. Young girls endured 

arduous factory laborers' lives in the battle 

to escape poverty. This photo was taken at 

the Seogwang Industrial factory in 1986.

An alley in the Eulji-ro district in 1979, lined 

with stores selling tents and sundries. Eulji-

ro is a representative commercial district 

and manufacturing center of Seoul; the 

small stores that powered the country's 

industrialization still remain untouched in 

the labyrinth of narrow streets in this icon 

of 'newtro'.

The Pyeonghwadang print shop on the 

way to Jogyesa Temple from Jongno 

Tower is a modern architecture heritage 

site and witness to a century of 

manufacturing industry. The 100-year-old 

establishment was first a publisher, then a 

newspaper, then a record company, then 

a pharmaceuticals company, and finally a 

printing house. This photo is from 1987.

Exports, exports, exports Dongdaemun Market ‘Hipjiro’ 40 years back A century of heritageSewing time in place On the export front
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Inside a factory in Guro Industrial Complex 

in 1998, before the IT industry park of 

today. 

To this day leads the Korean fashion 

market. The Samil Overpass is no more, 

Cheonggyecheon Stream flows once 

again, and Seoul Stadium is gone, but 

fashion in Dongdaemun is still a 24-hour 

affair.

Guro saw its heyday in the 1970s, and 

by 1995 the number of laborers had 

decreased to a third. In the early 2000s, 

the government developed a state-of-the-

art IT industrial park on the site. This was 

a 'digital' transformation into the Guro and 

Gasan digital complexes.

Only traces now remain of the sprawling 

industrial complex of the past in Garibong-

dong and Guro-dong. The state-of-the-art 

digital complex of today is filled with shiny 

glass-wall highrises, and the only reminder 

of what the place used to be like is this 

1974 statue erected in celebration of 10 

years of the Guro Industrial Complex.

The neighborhood once full of dust and 

noise from its numerous factories and 

gambling houses is now Korea's Brooklyn, 

with cafes and trendy shops in modified 

abandoned factories and warehouses. 

An industrial cluster spontaneously 

developed in Seongsu-dong in the 1960s, 

and to this day hundreds of shoemakers 

and shoes-related processing companies 

and materials distributors call the 

neighborhood home.

Guro never sleeps Dongdaemun Fashion Korea's BrooklynGaribong yesterday and Today Our Lady Exports
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I'm originally from the northern town of 

Cheorwon in Gangwon Province, but the 

war forced us to move down to Seoul. I 

studied as a blacksmith's apprentice under 

a man named Kim Wanbong for around five 

years, learning the trade. How to work the 

bellows and hammer the iron, whatnot. Then 

I decided I wanted my own operation so I set 

up shop right here in Bulgwang-dong. Back 

then two or three of us would run a forge 

together, selling the things we made out of a 

handcart. We did pretty well, honestly. Then 

they started developing the area so we had 

to move a couple of times, and we moved 

to this spot 45 years ago. Before there were 

forges everywhere in the city, even in Seoul. 

I remember exactly where the forges were in 

all the neighborhoods around here, to this day. 

But they're almost all gone now. Even the 

ones that are still there make everything with 

Elbow grease. 
That's the secret.

I manufactured Seoul
The history of manufacturing in Seoul is ingrained in the 

hands of these five men. Their bodies, spirit, philosophy, 

skills, and memories are a living record.

Park Kyeongwon, 

Boss of Bulgwang Forge

machines now. We're the only forge left where 

we still do everything manually. I'm pretty 

sure we're the oldest forge in the country 

now. The anvil we have here is 35 years old. 

You'll only find an anvil in a forge where they 

make everything by hand. You don't need one 

if you make your tools with machines. I doubt 

they even make anvils anymore. Handmade 

tools you can hammer into the perfect shape, 

though. Much more pleasing to the eye, and 

they last much longer. You get what you pay 

for. There's a reason professionals seek out our 

tools. An ordinary person doesn't understand 

why tools hand-made by a blacksmith are just 

better, but professionals know just by looking 

at them. The only way to tell is by using it. 

What's unfortunate is I'm getting old. I'm 

thinking of buying one of those hammering 

machines, and I expect that'll make things 

much easier for my son.

But machines mean fewer people will do this 

work by hand. It's a shame, really.
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I started this work so I could make a living for 

myself - but that was the same with everyone 

back then. I'm originally from Hongcheon in 

Gangwon-do. I started as an assistant at a 

shoe store my mother's friend ran in Seoul. 

I started my own place in 1991. Things were 

great, but then the Asian Financial Crisis came 

and I ended up with a bunch of debt. Until then 

we did a lot of business with promissory notes 

in Korea, but with the crisis these became 

worthless. I might have done something stupid, 

but it's my son who kept me going. I hung in 

there, and things started getting better. A lot of 

people appreciated my skills, and I've trained 

a fair number of shoemakers. At most, there 

were up to 40 people lined up to train under 

me, so I guess I was pretty good. All the shoes I make are designed 

in-house and made by hand. It takes about a week to make a pair. If 

needed I could finish a pair in a day, but these things need time. The 

quality of the product depends on the time you put into it. It's the basics 

that make a good shoe: comfortable to wear, and bought for a fair 

price for the skills and hard work the shoemaker put into them. A lot of 

men think their shoes are fine, but they're really not. Men have always 

settled for 'comfortable enough', so shoe companies had little reason to 

make better shoes. This is why I recommend they try out the handmade 

kind. Once you try them on, you'll know what a comfortable shoe is 

supposed to feel like. I make all kinds of shoes, but my signature is my 

'flower shoes'. These shoes embody a unique Korean beauty, and the 

Does this refer to the Korean First Lady? If so, it needs clarification as 

Ivanka Trump is also a First Lady. and Ivanka Trump both wore them. 

Forget your high street boutiques; Seongsu-dong is where true Korean 

designer masterpieces are made.

True to the basics
Jeon Taesu, CEO of JS Shoes Design Lab
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Around the fifth grade of the elementary school, I followed my 

dad to Jongno and I saw a bunch of mangled radio parts in this 

shop. I was fascinated, and I was snooping around the shops 

in Jongno whenever I had time, and I got to take some parts 

home on a lucky day. Playing around with audio parts was my 

favorite thing since I was young, and nothing else interested 

me. I studied audio in high school as well, and immediately 

after graduating, I started my own shop. That was before 

they built Sewoon Plaza, and the shop was in the alley just 

around the corner there. I watched Sewoon Plaza go up, and 

witnessed all the changes since.

The analog audio systems I deal with represent the high-end 

of electrics. There's a huge fanbase for them. These machines 

that make sound are generally all the same, but they're 

classified and subdivided depending on who's listening. You 

need a certain sound for classical music, and another for pop. 

Differences in personal preferences make for differences 

in performance. Audio systems have a life expectancy. It 

is my job to enable things old and worn to use. here's no 

audio in the world I can't fix, provided the parts are available 

or I can find a suitable replacement. My specialty is vintage 

audio equipment, and personally I prefer analog over digital. 

The digital kind somehow feels a bit colder, and a lot less 

forgiving. All I've known all my life is audio equipment, and 

I've seen sound change over the years. In 2017 a group of us 

doing similar work in Sewoon Plaza started a cooperative. We 

specialize in different areas, so we can help each other out 

and refer customers to each other. We also have a listening 

room on the second floor, with LPs and vintage vacuum tube 

equipment. Everyone's welcome, and I urge younger people 

to pay us a visit.
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60 sound years
Lee Seunggeun,

Chief Director, Surisuri Cooperative
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I make doors. I saw and chisel slabs of wood to 

make patterned doors. Many of my customers 

are Korean and Japanese restaurants that need 

tailor-made interiors. Whatever the shape or 

design, and whenever you need it by, I can make 

it. And properly. I've taken pride in that all my 

life. I've been in the game 56 years now, starting 

in Daegu when I was 14. I wanted to study, but 

my family wasn't that well off. I started as an 

apprentice. I learned fast - I've always been like 

that. I'd see a broken door and just know what 

needed fixing. I soaked up the skills they had to 

teach me and opened my first shop in Yecheon 

in Gyeongsangbuk-do. People praised my work 

and jobs poured in from all over town. It was 

like I was the only carpenter in the city. There I 

got married and had kids, and decided I needed 

to move to Seoul if I was going to give them a 

decent education. Then the Asian Financial Crisis 

came. We managed to get through, but the prices 

for woodwork have stayed pretty much the same 

since then. That's made it harder and harder to 

get by, but this is all I know, so I just kept doing 

what I do. And here I am still. I guess I work 

around 8 hours a day these days. Back when I 

was learning, this was unthinkable. I was working 

wood a good 17 hours daily, from 6 AM to 11 

PM. I was doing that a third of my life. But the 

thing with crafts is, the more you put in, the more 

you get out of it. Hard work seasons your craft. 

Today I'm getting old, and I can definitely feel it.  

I'm putting my hopes in my son now. He's been 

working alongside me for 10 years now. Give 

him some time, and he'll become an even finer 

carpenter than I ever was. That's the hope.
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A third of a lifetime
Yun Daeho, 

Boss of Eugene Carpenter's Shop
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The shop opened in 1916. That makes this year 

our 104th year in business. We were founded 

near Boshingak Belfry by our first-generation 

owner, the late Mr. Lee Dooyong - also my 

grandfather. He was a brilliant tailor who studied 

at the Tailoring School in Tokyo, and he decided 

to start a business in the capital city of his 

home country. This was during the Japanese 

occupation, and Japanese tailors were flooding 

the city. My grandfather believed that Koreans 

should wear suits tailored exactly to the Korean 

physique, not that of the Japanese. Dignitaries, 

high-ranking officials and the rich all came to us 

Dr. Lee Siyeong, Korea's first vice president, 

independence fighter General Kim Seokwon, 

and numerous National Assembly members. 

Before the National Assembly building was built 

in Yeouido, Jongno was the heart of Korean 

politics.

He opened additional shops in Kaesong and 

Hamheung in 1928. There was a time we had 

more than 200 staff, when Jongno Tailors 

was synonymous with western suits in Korea. His jealous 

Japanese competitors filed false charges against him, and 

he was arrested and tortured. He ended up passing away in 

1942, before independence. His fourth son and my father Mr. 

Lee Hae-ju succeeded him and kept the business running for 

some 54 years and became a true master. I originally studied 

architecture. In 1968 I thought I might join the family business 

and started learning, but it was such hard work I tried to quit 

multiple times. Obviously that didn't work out. My father 

used to tell me no matter how skilled you think you are, if the 

customer doesn't like what you've made, you've done it wrong. 

That's our philosophy here. A good suit fits well and wears 

comfortably. You can use the finest Italian or English textiles, 

but if it's uncomfortable to wear, there's no point. But someday 

tailor-made suits could make a comeback. The biggest problem 

is that there isn't anyone to keep the business going. More than 

a century's worth of history might just disappear.
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SINCE 1916
Lee Gyeongju, 

CEO of Jongno Tailor Shop
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Writer Yeom Bokgyu Professor of Korean History, University of Seoul

Yeom's specialty is Korean modern and contemporary urban history, and he researches urban development during the 

Japanese Occupation, relationships between urban development and communities, and colonial heritage left behind in post-

independence Korean cities. Notable works include <Origins of Seoul, Birth of > (2016, Idea).

call home is key in constituting the unique historic 

place-ness of each. When the Joseon Dynasty 

was founded in the late 14th century, the state 

established two markets - Myeonpojeon and 

Baikmokjeon - for trade in cotton fabric. But in the 

late Joseon, to the side of the cotton trade, silver 

was also traded. By the time of the Japanese 

Occupation, the trade had developed into a 

silverwork district of more than 50 workshops. 

The silver workshops of Jongno kept flourishing 

until and beyond independence, and today are the 

Jongo jewelry workshops and stores which are a 

designated Future Heritage Site of Seoul. 

Meanwhile it was after the country gained her 

independence that these small printshops started 

crowding into the neighborhood. The district was 

called 'Nam-chon' during the Japanese occupation 

and was home to the invaders' residences and 

commerce. With the country now independent 

and the Japanese gone, many homes and shops 

lay empty in this area in convenient proximity to 

the downtown business district. Printing is an 

area where having businesses each in charge 

of different aspects of the printing process 

close together creates positive synergistic 

effects, and while there is no direct connection 

to today's printing industry, the state agencies 

in charge of printing and book publishing were 

located in the area during the Joseon Dynasty 

as well. Coincidence? Perhaps, but maybe not.

The Mullae-dong area was originally developed 

during the Japanese Occupation as a residential 

district in the hinterland of the industrial area near 

Youngdeungpo Station. New industrial areas such 

as the Guro Industrial complex were developed 

in the 1960s, and the homes here were modified 

into small-scale foundries supplying the large 

factories nearby. With later changes in industrial 

structure, the iron industry migrated out into the 

Typically, in cities where economic growth was 

achieved through sudden industrialization, factories 

in the city center are moved out of the city or even 

the country as deindustrialization progresses. 

Such was the case of Seoul, whose development 

began in earnest in the 1960s. Here, however, 

unlike the typical smoke-stack factories, industries 

such as printing, fashion, jewelry, and small to 

medium-sized machinery have tended to remain 

in the city center. These were industries with 

less environmental impact, are dependent on a 

supply of skilled labor, and where production and 

consumption are closely linked. These industries 

accumulated overtime in certain spaces of the city 

to create 'Urban Manufacturing'. 

But these urban industries of Seoul are not where 

they are by chance. The relationship between the 

respective industries and the neighborhoods they 

suburbs, and few of the 800+ foundries remain 

today. Instead, artists and craftsmen have moved 

in from the likes of Sinchon and Hongdae, turning 

Mullae-dong into a district for the arts. Mullae-dong 

today is undergoing yet another transformation 

through symbiotic coexistence of ironworks and 

the arts.The Handmade Shoe Street in Seongsu-

dong was a cluster of subcontractors to the large 

shoemaking companies operating out of Seongsu-

dong and Geumho-dong. With many of these large 

companies going bankrupt in the late 1990s during 

the Asian Financial Crisis, most shoemakers here 

lost their contracts. They instead turned to high-

end handmade shoes. So the industrial ecosystem 

of this district has endured. As of 2013, there were 

more than 650 shoemaking companies in Seongsu-

dong, employing more than 6,000 people. This 

accounts for more than 35% of the Korean market 

for handmade shoes. A large number of the apparel 

factories in Changsin-dong, referred to collectively 

as 'Sewing Village', moved from Dongdaemun 

around the 1980s. Small sewing businesses had 

developed around Cheonggyecheon Stream post-

independence, and when Pyeonghwa Market was 

built in the 1960s, they moved into the first and 

second floors above the shops at ground level. 

This arrangement was what made Pyeonghwa 

Market the heart of the Korean apparel industry in 

the 1960s and 1970s, In the 1980s, the production 

function was moved out of Pyeonghwa Market, 

relocating to nearby areas such as Changsin-dong. 

The urban manufacturing industries of Seoul each 

have unique historical origins and stories. There 

is a reason they have endured to this day through 

prosperity and adversity. Manufacturing in the city 

is still very much alive, and is far from a residue 

of the past which is soon to disappear. It must be 

appreciated for what it is: an important facet of 

Seoul's heritage and an integral part of her future.

Manufacturing 

in Seoul : why 

there, why so?

For the people of Seoul, Seongsu-

dong brings to mind 'handmade 

shoes', and Chungmu-ro is 

synonymous with 'print shops'. 

One wonders why it was these 

industries which flourished where 

they did in the city.
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THE FAMOUS FIVE

Seoul’s dressroom  Changsin-dong Sewing Street

One shoe in front of the other  Seongsu Handmade Shoes Street

Oil, tighten and clean  Mullae Iron Foundry Street

Seoul in hard print  Chungmu-ro Print Alley

Street in gems  Jongno Jewelry District

URBAN MANUFACTURING IN CONTEMPORARY SEOUL

Manufacturing up to speed  Kim Taekyeong, CEO of Amazing Brewing Company

Back to vinyl  Baek Huiseong, Director of Machang Music & Pictures

Oils as a proper food group  Park Jeongyong, CEO of Queens Bucket

Column┃Manufacturing in the city : It just works  Kim Sehun

Urban manufacturing in 
contemporary Seoul
The sewing factories of Changsin-dong. Seongsu Handmade Shoes 

Street. The forges of old Mullae. The printshops of Chungmu-ro. Jongno 

Jewelry District. The urban industries found in Seoul are far from 

declining. The districts they call home are alive and well, with their 

master craftsmen embracing new tech alongside passionate young 

blood soaking up the art, powering an urban manufacturing renaissance.
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Seoul's dressroom
Follow the motorcycles shuttling unwieldy 

loads up and down the street, and you venture 

into alleys filled with a piquant chemical odor 

and the whirring sound of sewing machines. 

Changsin-dong has for decades been the home 

of the factories behind the thriving Dongdaemun 

fashion industry. Come and explore the 

dressroom of Seoul.
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How long have you worked in 

Changsin-dong. I originally ran my 

business near Seongbuk-dong for 

around 17 years, I thought I had better 

move closer to Dongdaemun where 

there is a cluster of sewing-related 

establishments . Daon Fashion moved 

to its current location five years ago. 

Since moving here, what has 

your experience of Changsin-

dong been like? The people here 

are industrious, to say the least. You 

can hear sewing machines whirr all 

across the neighborhood by 7 AM. 

Clothes made at Daon Fashion are 

sent to other shops where they finish 

the buttonholes and other parts, 

then send the clothes to retail and 

wholesale stores. Being in such close 

proximity to each other is a definite 

plus.

It must have been challenging as a 

female entrepreneur getting Daon 

Fashion started. You bet. It's already 

been 23 years since I started. I was 

in my early thirties, but I was already 

a seasoned professional since I'd 

started so young. When I first learned 

the trade, the profession didn't have 

a very favorable reputation among 

Four decades since starting her career in the alleys 

of Jongno, the seamstress owns and operates two 

of her own sewing factories today.

Still learning    
Park Misuk, CEO of Daon Fashion

people. So since I first started, I knew 

I had to completely master the art and 

become a true expert. And today, with 

all the time, money and effort I've 

invested, I'm fairly confident in myself. 

A lot must have changed since you 

first started out as a seamstress. 

It's been a good 40 years since I 

started learning. Before, the working 

environment was unfavorable to say 

the least, but the sewing industry as 

a whole had a lot more work then 

it does now. Overall, many sewing 

shops are closing down, even here 

in Changsin-dong. We're losing 

ground. But we're also seeing young 

designers like GMH set up shop in 

the neighborhood. By helping these 

newcomers get started, we're hoping 

they can grow and one day become 

our clients too.

What ways might there be to 

breathe life into the district? First 

and foremost, we need younger 

manpower. Around here, the youngest 

are in their early 50s. Our generation 

learned the trade because we had 

no choice - no education either - and 

we had to go out and make a living 

for ourselves, but looking back on 

my time in the field, I think it's a 

pretty neat skill to have. It takes a 

lot to make a piece of clothing with 

your own hands, you know. There's 

definitely a future for the profession. 

We always say they need to have 

sewing departments alongside fashion 

departments in universities. The work 

we put into the field day and night for 

decades has played no small part in 

the country's economic development, 

and it's a shame that so few people 

are taking an interest. 

What does 'Changsin-dong' mean 

to you? I don't know how much 

longer I'll stay in the game, but I 

don't want to leave with any regrets. 

I still have the skills to work any 

piece of clothing, and the working 

environment in my factories is second 

to none. Changsin-dong has supplied 

the warm and hard-working people 

that make the magic happen, and I've 

learned a lot from them in terms of 

honest hard work. I'd like the city of 

Seoul to better recognize the value 

of this place, and support us more 

aggressively so these alleys can really 

come alive.
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GMH is a denim brand led 

by three millennial female 

designers: Park, Lee, and 

Ahn. The three eagerly 

await young peers to 

help usher a new age into 

Changsin-dong.

Need colleagues 
alike us
Both Park Jiyeong & 

Lee Hyeonji, designers of GMH

At the helm of GMH are designers 

Park Jiyeong (left) and Lee Hyeonji (right).
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Tell us about GMH and the 

Changshin Denim Lab. Park Jiyeong

GMH is a denim brand that was born 

in Changsin-dong. At the end of the 

program, a number of us decided to 

create a brand together. We currently 

three female designers, two born in 

1994, and one born in 1997. As for 

the name, it's pretty self-explanatory, 

but 'Denim Lab' is a place where we 

study and explore the possibilities of 

denim. We were all intrigued by the 

material during training. 

What were your first impressions 

of Changsin-dong? Lee Hyeonji Last 

year the association held a concert 

for sewing industry professionals, 

and we had to put up posters all over 

the neighborhood. That was the first 

time we appreciated just how many 

factories there are here. You can hear 

sewing machines whirring away inside 

the homes and arcades, and see and 

smell clouds of white smoke from the 

chemicals and dyes.

What is it like here as a designer? 

Park Jiyeong It's charming. It's close 

to Dongdaemun where we get our 

fabrics and subsidiary materials, and 

the factories that make our samples 

are in walking distance. That means 

we can save money on courier 

services or storage. Quick access to 

all the things we need is crucial for 

low-volume, high-diversity designers 

like us.

Lee Mr. Cha introduced us to some 

of the most skilled seamstresses and 

seamsters within the neighborhood. 

He also showed us which factories 

specialize in which areas; most of 

us young designers lack that kind of 

knowledge. And the people in the 

neighborhood have really welcomed 

us in. Take this jacket I wore for 

today's interview: I visited a nearby 

sewing factory where they make 

jackets, and they generously handed 

to make a simple pair of jeans. So 

many great Korean designers are 

out there, but they're oblivious to 

the technical and manufacturing 

aspects of fashion. This ignorance is 

killing the Korean apparel industry. 

We need government support for 

the technical aspect, and we need 

platforms linking young designers to 

front-line manufacturing. That'll help 

bring more young people over to the 

manufacturing side so that design and 

production can progress hand in hand. 

Another thing young people need to 

realize is, the money can be really, 

really good (laughs).

could be just as helpful. Obviously 

support from the central government 

or the government of Seoul is crucial; 

there's a definite limit to what we 

small designers can do.

What kind of support do you have 

in mind? Lee Today, fashion is about 

more than covering yourself up and 

keeping yourself warm. It's self-

expression. Some might think it's 

rather pretentious and ask why the 

government needs to back fashion. 

But fashion is also a technical field. 

The three of us only found out after 

joining the program just how much 

technique and machinery is required 

me a sample and told me to do what I 

within with it. 

What'll it take to breathe new life 

into the Sewing Street here? Park 

Ultimately we need more young 

people. They don't even need to 

do apparel-related work. We need 

pretty cafes and 'hip' places to draw 

consumers into the neighborhood. 

There are few young designers 

working out of Changsin-dong. It 

would be nice if we could bring some 

influential designers into Changsin-

dong, but I feel that having a large 

enough number of young designers 

here working toward similar goals W
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consideration the individuality of the 

neighborhoods and the areas they 

specialize in when designing policies. 

I've been in the industry all my life, 

and what's most painful for me to see 

is the decline in quality. We used to 

take pride in our craft. Today, everyone 

is outsourcing overseas to cut costs. 

Here in Changsin-dong as well we've 

had to cut costs to compete. Good 

workmanship has lost its meaning 

now. It's all about coming up with a 

nice design, pushing out the clothes 

and getting them sold. Plus, the cost 

of labor is pretty much the same as 

it was 15 years ago. Ultimately, it's 

the customer who stands to lose the 

most: you get what you pay for. At 

the end of the day, this place has no 

chance unless we get a transfusion of 

young blood. That's why I'm focused 

on getting the next generation 

to experience the work we do in 

Changsin-dong. Since 2018 we've 

worked with the Seoul Metropolitan 

Government in the 'Sewing Master 

Academy' program. We take in young 

fashion students and teach them 

how we go about making clothes 

here in Changsin-dong. It's a bit 

Changsin-dong became Seoul's 

'sewing central' as Dongdaemun 

Market grew in size. My father was 

a merchant at Dongdaemun, so 

between the two of us, that's a full 

century in the sewing industry. I got 

started making shirts, then ladies' 

wear and now jeans. When I first 

started learning, people considered 

jeans work clothes and expected 

the fad to die out soon. But there 

was something about denim that I 

was just attracted to. It was around 

30 years ago that sewing districts 

began springing up all over Seoul - 

in Sindang-dong and Seongbuk-gu, 

for example. But in terms of how 

integrated the district is, Changsin-

dong definitely comes first. Today 

each of the districts has become 

specialized in its own area. I did 

some math recently, and I figure 60 

to 70% of the ladies' wear they sell 

in Dongdaemun comes from here. 

It's because we happen to have the 

right technicians and equipment 

for making ladies' wear. A common 

misconception is that all sewing is the 

same, but that's really not the case. 

Policymakers are failing to take into 

talent and the existing factories and 

technicians. All the factories here are 

complaining that there isn't enough 

work, but they aren't seeking out 

additional work either. But if we work 

with the youth, new work and new 

jobs will come.

I'm 61 this year, but few people 

believe that. Maybe I'm 'young 

and casual' as the clothes I make. 

Mr. Cha is the founder of Korea's first sewing 

industry association. He offers a keen and insightful 

diagnosis as to the future of the neighborhood 

he has given his whole professional life to : What 

Changsin-dong needs is, in a word, 'new blood'.

Young blood     
Cha Gyeongnam, Chairman of Seoul 
Sewing Industry Association

Anyways, despite being reasonably 

successful in the business, I haven't 

been able to pass down my decades 

of experience and skill yet. That's 

where the academy program comes 

in. Unfortunately, it's not a permanent 

program yet and I have to seek out 

funding every year. The program really 

is a last resort for me, so I'd really like 

to keep it going.

atypical. We just tell them to make a 

piece of clothing that fits their size. 

There's no manual they can consult, 

and everything's trial and error: get 

it wrong, then you take everything 

apart and try again. The <Imagination 

Runway> program had 70~80 young 

designers come in and work with us 

to turn their designs into real clothes. 

100% satisfaction. That sort of 

collaboration was what these young 

designers had always wanted. Before, 

we approached the problem with this 

neighborhood too one-dimensionally: 

'we're getting old and so the young 

generation needs to take our place'. 

But the truth is, us seamsters and 

seamstresses have it good these 

days. We're all freelancers. No more 

sweatshops and exploitation. But still, 

outside the profession we don't get 

'due respect'. It's a fine job and has 

great promise, but nobody appreciates 

that. And it's not that the young 

generation doesn't want to learn 

either. Nobody has told them there's a 

future in sewing, and there's been no 

way for them to approach the trade. 

We need to harness social media and 

storytelling to bring together young W
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Changsin-dong is striving to 

live up to its old reputation. Its 

masters are passing down their 

craft to the next generation, 

and young fashion designers are 

bringing in the latest trends.
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#Aging #Location

#Prejudice

Like other urban manufacturing 

sectors, Changsin-dong is 

getting old. The youth here are 

50-somethings, and 40-somethings 

are practically children. While not 

enough young people are coming 

in, another contributing factor is that 

there is no retirement age here. The 

seamsters and seamstresses here 

can work "until they can't thread the 

needle anymore", but by that time, 

the needles will practically thread 

themselves.

#Platform

One would think fashion designers 

are well-versed in how to make 

clothes, but that isn't always the 

case. But the reality is, they don't 

know where to get started. Changsin-

dong is the perfect place for them 

to meet real technicians and acquire 

the skills to turn their designs into 

real clothes. The problem is the 

almost complete absence of suitable 

platforms or systems to bring 

designers and technicians together. 

Administrative agencies, sewing 

professionals, and young designers 

need to work together to establish 

these platforms as incubators for the 

endless potential Changsin-dong has.

What made Changsin-dong the sewing 

capital of Seoul? It's location, location, 

location. Being within walking distance 

from Dongdaemun Market means easy 

access to materials and customers 

to buy your product. Back in the day, 

when we didn't have motorcycles and 

were lucky just to have a bicycle to 

carry our stuff around, such proximity 

was a huge plus.

#Freelancing

Those people they used to call 

'pieceworkers' here in Changsin-dong 

are now called 'freelancers'. The 

highest-grade technicians actually 

work from home, and even factory 

workers work as much or little as they 

want and get paid by volume.

The people of Changsin-dong cite 

social prejudice as the single most 

important obstacle to young people 

coming to the neighborhood. Our 

image of sewing is still dominated by 

pictures of the 1960s-70s sweatshops 

filled with child laborers. But over the 

last two to three decades, there have 

been dramatic improvements. The 

equipment is state-of-the-art, and the 

newly built buildings are well-lit and, 

well-ventilated. The Sewing Industry 

Association and the Seoul Business 

Agency have jointly implemented 

programs to further improve the 

working environment here. Once 

people know how much has changed 

here, new blood will come.
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The handmade shoe industry in Seongsu-dong sustained growth until the 

early 2000s and fell into stagnation. But since 2012, the neighborhood 

is coming back to life. The Seoul Metropolitan Government and the 

Seongdong Footwear Association worked together to create the Handmade 

Shoes Street in Seongsu-dong. 300 shoemakers and 600 decorators and 

establishments selling subsidiary materials account for some 60% of Seoul's 

shoemaking industry. Today the Seongsu-dong district is busily preparing 

for the future of the Korean hand-crafted shoe industry.

One shoe in 
front of the otherS
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Unwavering, Craftsmaster, Yu Hongsik

has kept his place through the 

neighborhood's boom years and 

subsequent stagnation. The things 

which made this possible were rather 

straightforward: technique and design, 

both with few peers. He tells us that 

even today, shoes are the first thing 

he thinks about in the morning and 

the last thing on his mind before 

bedtime.  "Back in the 1970s, Korean 

craftsmen won the international skills 

competition three years in a row. 

Oddly, people from other countries 

just stopped competing, and the 

shoemaking division of the competition 

disappeared. It's the know-how of 

the craftsmen who defeated the 

Italian masters that's alive in these 

streets." "He takes much pride in the 

outstanding skills of the craftsmen who 

brought about the heyday of Korean 

handcrafted shoes. Arriving in Seoul 

at age 10, Yu started working under 

an old friend from his village who was 

running a shoe store in Myeongdong. 

He had always been a hands-on child 

and was naturally intrigued by the 

art of shoemaking. "It was purely by 

chance that I started learning, but 

I immediately liked it. I learned for 

four years under the best shoemaker 

in Myeongdong before I set up my 

own shop. I've been developing and 

honing my skills ever since." Yu is 

famous for being President Moon 

Jaein shoemaker. People knowing this 

walk into his shop and snap photos 

of his designs, but he doesn't mind. 

He knows there's a lot more than 

design to make a good shoe. "If my 

shoes were that easy to replicate, I 

would have gone out of business a 

long time ago. Handcrafted shoes are 

a piece of art tailor-made to perfectly 

fit just one person. And I'm the best 

around at doing what I do. "He sees 

a bright future for handmade shoes. 

"Manufacturing of any sort is never 

easy, of course. So many youngsters 

come to learn but give up soon. If 

you're tenacious enough, though, 

it's a field that's worth exploring. I'm 

over 70 now, and I'm still loving what 

I do. Choose a job you love, and you 

won't have to work a day in your life. I 

certainly haven't."
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The life and virtuosity of Korea's first-ever 

'nationally designated master craftsman' 

shoemaker are the link between the past and 

future of handcrafted shoes in Seongsu-dong.

Nobody can do as I did
Craftsmaster, Yu Hongsik
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Re-creation
Kim Seulgi, 

CEO of Ferker Factory
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Kim Seulgi turns plain sneakers into 

personalized fashion statements.
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Custom shoe creator Kim Seul-gi of 'Ferker 

Factory' has been in the game 15 years 

since 2004, fresh out of military service. 

Notable customers of his footwear include 

celebrity fashionistas like Mino of Winner, 

Suho of Exo, and Seolhyun and Jimin 

of AOA. His shop is situated between 

Seongsu Station and Ttukseom Station.

Above the shop is where Kim repairs, 

designs and crafts. Everything that has to 

do with shoemaking takes place in this 

space. "For me, shoe repair is an artform. 

The common notion is that shoeshiners 

and repairmen do just that : shine and 

repair. But the end product depends 

realized that with an enterprising spirit, 

and by embracing change, manufacturing 

can go beyond production and become 

creative." Ferker Factory is better known 

for its custom sneakers than repair work. 

Designing, cutting, and sewing custom 

sneakers together is both his favorite 

hobby and the mainstay of his business. It 

started with the custom shoes he would 

make for friends on special occasions. 

They liked what they saw, and soon 

paying customers sought his product 

out. "Ferker is actually our sandal brand. 

They're inspired by the way boots - which 

are my area of specialty - are put together. 

Hand-sewn and riveted together, better 

than the factory-made kind." Kim works 

with two assistants, as it's a lot of work 

for one man. The three currently also run 

shoemaking classes and are looking to 

expand their programs. What Kim has 

done is turn the production techniques his 

father has handed down to him into his 

very own brand. His career goal is to reach 

out to as many people as possible, sharing 

his shoe repair know-how and techniques.
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on if you know what you're doing, and 

the work you do goes beyond fixing-up 

and becomes a matter of re-creation." 

The shoemaker's art today has refined 

sensibilities in keeping with the diversified 

demands of customers. Learning under 

his father, Kim set out to become a true 

professional and studied the footwear and 

the fashion industry in college. To those 

with talent, passion, and diligence come 

good fortune; the aspiring shoemaker soon 

found himself in an industry-academic 

cooperation program visiting and studying 

at shoe factories abroad. 

"Learning the basics under my dad, I 
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Up-cycling leather? It's exactly what 

it sounds like: recycled cowhide. We 

gather waste leather and scraps from 

car seats and leather workshops, then 

turn them into leather fabric through 

non-toxic, eco-friendly processes.

Conventional wisdom rules out 

upcycled leather as a material for 

shoemaking. True. That's why we 

employ some unconventional methods. 

There's also been a great deal of trial 

and error. There's a heavy burden on 

our vendors, who have to make sure 

no contaminated leather gets through 

to the final product. 

It sounds challenging. Yes. Getting 

that 'tautness' people expect from 

leather is difficult with the upcycled 

kind. Conventionally, leather shoes are 

made tight by finishing with fire, but 

this method doesn't work as well with 

upcycled leather. It took a lot of testing 

and experimentation until we could 

develop a proprietary forming process.

And customer response? Positive. 

It's uncharted territory, so naturally, 

we expected people to be cautious. 

But people who try our shoes develop 

a new appreciation for upcycling. 

Another thing customers like is that 

we're 100% domestically produced.

Why insist on 100% domestic 

production? Sourcing our materials 

from China may be profitable in 

the short-term. But in the long 

run, localization is key if we are to 

be competitive. This allows us to 

experiment in various ways - with 

upcycled leather as shoemaking 

material, for example. With everything 

sourced domestically, we don't need 

to worry about import channels being 

blocked due to disasters like the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

What is the charm of Leatherless 

shoes? Design is as important as 

comfort when it comes to customer 

satisfaction. Leatherless has a refined 

modern style, avoiding excessively 

fancy designs. We use high-elasticity 

insoles and KC-certified  toxin-free 

leather. Our shoes are light yet durable, 

and easy to manage. 

What is Leatherless' ultimate goal? 

Individually handcrafted shoes have it 

hard, with many consumers looking 

for the cheapest possible prices online. 

In our workshops, master shoemakers 

most of whom are over 60 years old 

are crafting our product. Leatherless 

is committed to the principle of fully 

localized sourcing and production. This 

is toward ensuring artisans get the fair 

treatment they deserve, protecting 

their dignity, and making sure small 

workshops can survive.

Leatherless do upcycled leather shoes. 100% 

domestic production makes them especially 

competitive, and symbiosis with shoe craftsmen 

is their mantra. 

Making cows proud     
Kim Kibeom, CEO of Leatherless
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Change for 
the better

While preserving the existing 

industrial ecosystem, 

Seongsu-dong is taking on 

new endeavors while also 

tending to the environment 

and sustainability.

#3D

Second-generation shoemakers and 

young newcomers to the handmade 

shoe industry want to change the 

notion that shoemaking is a 3D - dirty. 

Gone are the cramped and messy 

workshops. The new generation is 

about more than manufacturing, 

stressing 'one of a kind-ness' and 

'professionalism.'

#Enterprising

The technicians, fabricators, and 

designers all agree that what the 

neighborhood needs is 'enterprising 

spirit':  accommodating change and 

pioneering new fields. Handmade 

shoes are fashion and need to keep 

up with consumer trends. New eco-

friendly materials and customized 

designs are keeping handcrafted 

footwear competitive.

#Generational shift

#Outside the(shoe)box

#Sustainable

Before, learning as an apprentice 

under established masters was 

the only way the youth could make 

their way into the industry. Today, 

access has become diversified. 

Young shoemakers are taking over 

from their fathers, and are being 

initiated into the art through the likes 

of fashion academies and various 

training programs.

Young handmade shoe 

entrepreneurs, fabricators, and 

designers are bringing new 

ideas. Showrooms showcase the 

painstaking process behind the 

crafting of each tailored pair, and 

consumer access to the production 

process creates unprecedented 

added value. The rejuvenated industry 

is also harnessing online sales and 

social media-based communication.

Many new shoemakers in Seongsu-

dong are practicing 'sustainability' 

through eco-awareness, using natural 

materials and recycled leather with 

reduced environmental impact. And 

to keep the domestic handmade 

shoe industry competitive, many 

insist on domestic production, rather 

than outsource to factories abroad 

with cheap labor.
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Oil, 
tighten and clean

The name 'Mullae' comes from the Korean term for the spinning wheel. 

The iron foundries here supplied and repaired machinery parts for the 

textile mills concentrated in the area during the Japanese Occupation. 

Today the textile mills are gone, but the noisy and oil-stained iron 

foundries remain at the vanguard of Seoulite urban manufacturing. 

With the world changing around then, the 'ironmen' of Mullae are 

steadfastly forging their own path through time.
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In the deafening clanging and banging of 

machinery, father and son work in perfect 

harmony speaking to each other through their 

eyes. 

Keeping it 
in the family
Kim Gyosool, CEO of TAESUNG 

MACHINERY INC. & his son, 

Kim Taeseong

0
6

1

You've been in the area for quite a while. Kim 

Gyosool  I started young. I left briefly to work 

for a company, but I was doing similar work 

there as well, so all in all it's been about 45 years 

in the business. I've been running this shop for 

about 30. I guess once you've set foot in a trade, 

you tend to keep going. When I first opened the 

shop, I was struggling to stay afloat. I did any 

work I could get my hands on, working as late as 

10 or 11 at night to meet deadlines. Then slowly 

business picked up. 

How long have you worked together? Kim 

Taeseong I started helping out when I was 

around 26, so it's been around 7 years. It took 

me about 7 to 8 months until I could man a 

machine by myself. 

A life-long machinery industry professional, 

and a graduate of the Seoul Institute of the 

Arts and former b-boy. You couldn't be more 

different. Son I started dancing as a junior in 

high school, and that's when dad and I started 

arguing a lot. Naturally, he was worried about my 

making a living for myself, but I just wanted him 

to get off my back and let me do my own thing. 

We were arguing pretty much all the time. Dad 

I wasn't getting any younger, but the work was 

piling in. I suggested he give this work ago, since 

with all the automation things would definitely 

get easier in the future. And he accepted. 

Honestly, I didn't expect him to make his mind 

up so soon. Son But right off the bat, things 

were a lot harder than I expected.
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and then there are automatic CNC 

machines. With the former, you had to 

feed the materials individually into the 

machine by hand, but with automatic 

CNCs, everything is fully automated. 

Dad's been using automatic lathes for 

30 years. CNC machines have been 

around since the 1980s I think, but 

because they're so expensive and 

challenging to operate, he held off on 

buying one until I decided to join. 

So you must have little experience 

with the manual, analog kind. Son 

Only a little. I used to help out as a 

middle schooler when things got busy. 

Back then I was just helping out. I had 

no idea I'd do this professionally and 

have my own CNC machine. 

That's a generational shift in terms 

of both machine and operator. How 

do you feel? Dad The new machinery 

is obviously much more convenient. 

You get more precisely machined 

parts as well. When we did everything 

manually, it was physically hard 

labor and easy to hurt yourself. Son 

I watched both my parents get hurt 

all the time. The spinning drills would 

catch their gloves and crack or break 

their fingers, and the machines would 

shoot scraps out at them. 

Doing this professionally has to be 

quite different from just 'helping 

out'. Son I learned faster than I 

thought. We bought our equipment 

second-hand, and the manual was all 

in Japanese. It took me a full month 

to translate using Naver Translator, 

but just a week figuring my way 

around the machine. Dad We were 

all surprised by how quick he was. 

Nobody taught him; he just stayed 

home a couple of days studying the 

manual, and then he came out and 

started working the machine.

So what changed your mind? Son 

These days we have automation, 

but back then everything was done 

manually so my parents were always 

working late. Somebody had to help, 

and I was the only one around. 

What sort of parts do you make on 

your lathes? Dad We make hundreds 

of different small components 

for all imaginable industries: TVs, 

refrigerators, automobiles, medical 

devices, water purifiers, what have 

you. We can't go out of business so 

long as civilization doesn't die out. 

What makes a good part? Dad 

Precision is a must. But also, they 

need to look neat and pleasing to the 

eye. Nobody likes rough parts, so we 

need to be extremely precise. But 

do some moves after lunch, or in the 

evenings after work. I'm not thinking of 

going back to professional b-boying; it's 

just a hobby now. 

Future aspirations? Son I'm not 

looking to expand the business much, 

and I think my father will agree. What 

I'd like to have is a more systematic 

operation, and maybe produce own-

brand products or machinery. Dad The 

workshop has become a much better 

place to be since my son joined. I'd 

like to see him thrive. And whatever he 

needs on the way, he can count on me 

to help out. 

the most important thing is meeting 

deadlines. You can make the best 

parts of the world, but it doesn't 

matter if you're always late. If I can't 

meet a deadline, I'll turn down the 

order. It doesn't matter how long the 

customer's been giving me business. 

Don't make promises you can't keep - 

that's better for business. 

Your lathes each look and work 

slightly differently. Dad Some are 

automatic, and some are manual. 

The automatic ones cost around 140 

million Won each. They're convenient 

but useless for someone like me 

who doesn't know his way around 

computers. I only bought them after 

my son decided to take over. Son To 

be precise, there are automatic lathes, 

What's the division of labor like? 

Dad My son used to be the assistant, 

but these days I'm assisting more. 

It's all part of the transition to the next 

generation. Son He's exaggerating. 

Me, I'm married and have a kid so I get 

to the shop around 9, but he'll open 

up the shop by 6 and have everything 

ready to go by the time I arrive. And 

he'll work nights too if there's work to 

be done. That diligence and hard work 

are things I still have to learn from him. 

Do you still dance? Son There's a 

large sheet of linoleum on the floor at 

the shop. That's my practice studio. I'll 
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Park's former business went under, 

bankrupting him. His brilliant recovery 

and entry onto the world stage were 

powered by none other than 'skills'.

Skills are power  
Park Seongeun, 
CEO of G&G Tech

It's a lot nicer in here than in other 

workshops The place was remodeled 

before we moved in. We started in 

Mullae-dong in 2002 and moved to 

this location 6 years ago. Previously 

I worked for an automation-related 

company, and our Japanese customers 

gave us a hard time over quality 

control and precision. The experience 

taught me the importance of a good 

working environment in producing good 

products. 

Your typical Mullae-dong shops make 

and machine parts. Is your interest 

in automation what steered you 

toward machinery? Yes. First, we went 

about localizing hand tools, which were 

mostly imported at the time. As sales 

increased, we made a natural transition 

toward automation. Many of the shops 

here in Mullae are also making the 

switch from manually operated milling 

machines and lathes to automatic, 

computer-operated equipment. 

Your automatic argon welding 

machine is doing very well overseas. 

It's been around 5 years since we 

developed our argon welder. We didn't 

set out to make it automatic, though. 

Argon welding is a specialized kind of 

welding, and it requires customers to 

take their product to welding shops 

to get them welded. This was a time-

consuming, multi-step process. Then 

some of my customers asked me to 

develop a welding jig for them, so I did. 

Demand grew, and I thought it would be 

convenient to just automate the whole 

process. The technical idea came to me 

while I was on a plane returning from 

Indonesia after making a sale. I started 

development as soon as I got back to 

the shop, and that's how the automatic 

argon welder came to be. 

Even considering how great the 

product is, the response overseas 

has been astounding. We have an 

exclusive agent in Japan. He visited our 

booth at a fair and told us he wanted 

to sell our product in Japan since the 

response at the fair was so positive. 

Slowly but surely, sales grew. Last year, 

we sold both units we took along with 

us to participate in a fair in the U.S. 

You claim anyone can work it with 

just 20 minutes' training. Are you 

sure? With the right training, yes. We've 

made a series of videos people can 

watch to learn how the unit operates. 

There's also an English version for 

overseas customers. All units ship with 

a copy of these videos. 

The welds really are very tidy and 

neat. The technology allows for precise 

and tidy welds like those made with 

lasers. Molds are made by carving 

a groove into plywood and inserting 

a blade curved to fit inside, but after 

several thousand uses, the blade goes 

blunt and you end up with defective 

products with the wrong dimensions. 

But with argon welding, you get 

consistent dimensions for much longer. 

Argon welding was previously used only 

in semiconductors, but today it's used 

for leather, boxes, and printing paper 

too. 

What's the competition like? 

Currently, there isn't any. We have five 

registered argon welder patents already, 

and one U.S. patent pending. It's a one-

of-a-kind product, so naturally, there's a 

worldwide demand. 

What sets your grinders apart? 

Conventional grinders are handheld, 

limiting how precise you can be with 

your angles. What we did was add a 

jig to allow for more precise grinding 

of smaller articles at various angles. 

Our grinders are also seeing a lot of 

overseas business. 

Where is your largest overseas 

market? Japan, followed by the U.S. 

A lot of customers reach us through 

our English website. We've sold to 

customers in New Zealand, and just 

two weeks ago we shipped two argon 

welders units to the Netherlands by air. 

How do you manage quality and 

defects? I always put myself in the 

customer's shoes. Unfortunately for us, 

we make our products using proprietary 

extra high-strength material, so there's 

little money to be made from spare 

parts or replacements. 

You've had some major trials. Back 

in 2008, my main client at the time 

patented a technology I'd developed. 

They'd stolen my intellectual property, 

and as a result, I had to close down 

the business and hand it over to my 

business partner at the time. I even filed 

for bankruptcy. It's then I realized the 

importance of patents in protecting the 

technologies or products I develop. But 

thanks to some long-time customers 

who gave me a second chance, I was 

able to get back on my feet. 

What do you forecast for Mullae- 

dong and G&G Tech? We've made 

it this far by cornering niche markets 

others didn't believe were there. But 

we want everyone here to do well. 

The small-scale foundries here need to 

seek ways to grow and become more 

competitive together. You'd think we're 

like a big family since all the shops 

here are so close together, but we only 

know a handful of our neighbors. In our 

case, the Mullae Small Manufacturers 

Support Center has been especially 

helpful. The center holds courses in 

business administration where we small 

manufacturers can study and share 

information and know-how. Teamwork 

and cooperation are the way to go for 

Mullae-dong. 
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The real 
ironmen  

This dream team of experts 

based in Mullae Machining 

Valley is the future of the 

neighborhood. 

Jeongsu Cooperative 

U
R

B
A

N
 M

A
N

U
F

A
C

T
U

R
IN

G
 I

N
 C

O
N

T
E

M
P

O
R

A
R

Y
 S

E
O

U
L
│

M
U

L
L

A
E

-D
O

N
G



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E
0

6
8

0
6

9

Diversity in the cooperative is great, but 

we aren't hell-bent on expansion. Each 

member has its own client portfolio, and 

we want to avoid overlap as much as 

possible. The flip side of the cooperative 

itself not taking any part of the profits is 

that member companies that don't put 

anything in don't get to take anything 

out either. 

Are cooperatives the way to go 

for Mullae-dong Machining Valley? 

Song We believe so. Most companies 

that move out of here do so because 

they've outgrown the place. Those that 

are left behind are small operations, 

facing challenges like increased rent. 

We have to band together and move 

forward hand-in-hand if we want to 

avoid gentrification like what happened 

at Garosu-gil or Gyeongnidan. To do 

so, we need to pursue projects which 

can ensure a fixed income and steady 

growth for all members. 

What is most crucial for the growth 

of the cooperative? Kim A common 

workspace would allow closer 

coordination among us when we work 

on parts localization and having such 

a space would give us extra marks 

in vendor selection. We need a place 

where we can bring our individual 

workpieces and fit them together. 

As small manufacturers, do you 

have anything to say to readers of 

<seoulmade>? Kim When you think 

'strategic national industry', most 

people will think AI or other cutting-

edge fields, but machinery and metals 

are equally as important. Manufacturing 

is what puts trains on tracks and buses 

on roads. Korean nuclear reactors 

are world-class, but it’s us small 

manufacturers who make all the parts. 

We'd like to see more appreciation 

for the part we play. Song We metal 

and machinery workers call ourselves 

'ironmen'. The parts we make find their 

way into spacecraft, and even Japanese 

manufacturers will come to us to have 

made what they can't manage. There 

are real skills and power among us 

small manufacturers in Mullae. 

platform and development of a leather 

stretcher are in the final phases. The 

rocket launch platform is part of a 

larger defense systems components 

localization program, and the 7-rocket 

product we developed last year is in 

testing. We've applied to localize some 

144 defense systems components 

with the Ministry of National Defense. 

This year we've taken on developing a 

19-rocket system, and we've made it 

past the Small and Medium Business 

Corporation's preliminary application 

screening. Kim Leather stretchers 

are incredibly technology-intensive 

too. Most stretchers on the market 

are imported and contain around 300 

parts. We've worked together with a 

team of leatherworkers in developing 

the product. Right now improvements 

are being made to the design, and we 

expect to launch the finished product 

within the year. 

But it all comes down to profits. 

How are your prospects? Song 

Successful localization of defense 

systems components guarantees a 

5-year exclusive contract, so this area is 

extremely important for the cooperative. 

That's hundreds of millions of Won in 

revenue annually. 

How do you divide profits? Song 

The cooperative is just a platform, and 

our members take home all profits. It's 

a better arrangement than dividends 

since you make as much as you put 

in. The cooperative was made with 

minimal contributions to lighten the 

burden on members, and aside from 

the initial contributions by the founders, 

there aren't any membership dues for 

new members. 

What are the qualifications for 

members? Kim Any company approved 

by the board of directors can join. 

Please introduce yourselves Kim 

Euichan I run Jeongsu Wooden Models 

and chair the Jeongsu Cooperative. Mr. 

Song Soonjong runs SK Aero and is 

the cooperative's executive secretary. 

We also have Mr. Heo Jeongbeom 

of Asimtech and Mr. Go Dukyong of 

Daegwang Foundry. 

When and how did you found the 

Jeongsu Cooperative? Kim We were 

established in May 2019, starting with 

6 companies. Today we have 14. It took 

us a good four years just to get started 

since all of us had different ideas.

What is the aim of the cooperative? 

Song Sunjong We have some 1,300 

shops here in Mullae-dong, but very 

few are large companies. We didn't 

individually have the capacity to expand 

our business and had very few own-

brand products. The cooperative 

aims to pool our capacities to achieve 

synergistic effects. 

It took four years of preparation. 

Kim We had to make sure there was 

minimal overlap among the member 

companies. We achieved an organically 

linked system where the full product 

cycle can be distributed among the 

cooperative's members - from design, 

wood modeling and casting, to 

machining, assembly, and delivery. 

So it's a one-stop process. Kim 

Whatever the part you're looking for, and 

whatever service you need to be done, 

the capacities represented here can 

cover it. For rare cases where we can't, 

we draw on our extensive human and 

physical networks. Song Also, while 

mass producers are ill-equipped to do 

so, the cooperative is capable of a high 

variety of low volume manufacturing. All 

within the neighborhood. 

The cooperative must have brought 

members closer together. Song 

With most jobs being high-variety 

and low-volume, we've naturally had 

more exchanges and our ties have 

been bolstered. The cooperative is a 

platform and brand to draw the most 

we can from our special relationship. 

We all belong to the field of machinery 

and metal manufacturing, but each 

specializes in a different area. Working 

together, we're an unbeatable team: 

The Mullae Avengers. Kim All of our 

members are seasoned industry 

veterans with at least 20 and up to 40 

years of experience. Large organizations 

tend to be hierarchical, but our 

arrangement is strictly horizontal. That 

allows us to each exercise our abilities 

to the maximum. 

So there's a definite advantage over 

'each man for himself'. Go Deokyong

In terms of quality or technological 

advancement, I'm confident that a 

horizontal system of collaboration 

among experts - like in our cooperative 

- beats mass production hands down. 

Personally, the arrangement has helped 

to boost efficiency substantially. 

Tell us about your helicopter rocket 

launch platform. Song Localization 

of a helicopter-mounted rocket launch 

Go Deokyong, CEO of Daegwang Foundry

Song Sunjong, CEO of SK Aero

Kim Euichan, 
CEO of Jeongsu Wooden Models

Heo Jeongbeom, CEO of Asimtech
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Mullae-dong has been filled with the 

smell of coffee from a few years ago.

At the crossroads of change, the small 

manufacturers and iron foundries here 

are developing new technologies, 

handing their business down to the next 

generation, and organizing cooperatives 

to forge a path into tomorrow.

#Manufacturing
#Roots 
#Craftsmanship

Once there were more than 2,000. 

Today, still upwards of 1,300 

machinery shops and iron foundries 

make up the roots of Seoulite urban 

manufacturing. Full commitment 

to even the most insignificant part 

and late nights spent shaving and 

machining cold steel to perfection 

are what have kept 'Mullae-dong 

Machining Valley' alive and flourishing 

to the present.

#Small 
Manufacturer 
Support Center 

The Mullae Small Manufacturers 

Support Center is the first of its 

kind in the country, established in 

May 2013 through an agreement by 

the Ministry of SMEs and Startups 

and the Korean Small Manufacturer 

Promotion Association. The center 

supports small enterprises employing 

up to 10 staff, providing business 

administration and technical training 

alongside marketing support 

programs to develop sales channels. 

#Generational shift

done right  
A fair number of Mullae small 

manufacturers are more than 

parts manufacture and machining 

subcontractors, developing and 

producing their own brands. These 

are seasoned craftsmen with decades 

of manufacturing experience, but 

many lack novel ideas and the 

capacity to turn great products into 

a great business. Involving the next 

#Tech evolution 

#Global 
The generational shift in people is 

accompanied by a shift in technology, 

from manual to semi-automatic, 

and now fully automated systems. 

Many firms are grafting novel 

technologies to corner niche markets. 

This technological evolution means 

manufacturers can transcend the 

traditional mode of business by 

'connections'. Small manufacturers in 

Mullae are expanding their marketing 

efforts globally. Meanwhile, the 

cooperatives organized by the 

merchants here are helping to 

diversify business and maximize 

revenues. These cooperatives are 

becoming business platforms for high 

variety, low volume manufacturers 

#Hand-in-hand 
#Growth and 

coexistence 
The cafes, restaurants, and bars 

springing up in the neighborhood 

have the craftsmen who have been 

here for decades worried. The task at 

hand is to find a way for old industry 

and new businesses to coexist and 

grow hand-in-hand.

generation to turn their trade into a 

family business has turned out to be 

a perfect solution. 

to pool their capacities, and take on 

larger orders. The synergistic effects 

don't stop there.
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Seoul 
in hard print

Chungmu-ro Print Alley spans the 

neighborhoods of Pil-dong, Gwanghui-dong, 

and Inhyeon-dong, and is home to 5,500+ 

printing, binding, gold leafing, and coating 

companies employing upwards of 12,000. This 

sprawling printing complex at the heart of 

Seoul is a hardcopy record of the city's history. 
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Both the company's name and slogan ooze 

confidence. 'Finally Meet'. If it's the packaging 

you want, you'll end up coming to us, 

CEO Kim Seunghyeon says. 

Yes, there's 
a future 
Kim Seunghyeon, CEO of BOXMASTER

Your client portfolio includes 

the likes of Baemin and Costco, 

and your package designs are 

impressive. Did you major in 

design? I'm a high school dropout, 

so technically I don't have a major. 

Before this, I ran an online shopping 

mall for handmade shoes, and my 

father operated a Thomson press shop. 

Then his business slowed to the point 

I had to help out during the day and 

run my shopping mall at night. While 

helping out, I saw a lot of potential in 

the field. After some studying, I started 

a company called 'Hi Design' in 2012 

when I was 24. 

Tell us about 'Hi Design'. 'Design 

visualization'. We were famous 

for turning anything the customer 

wanted into reality. We made a name 

for ourselves doing VIP gift boxes 

and unique paper prints for global 

corporations, and soon got so busy 

we had to split our operations in 2017 

into BOXMASTER and the ACOMETS 

design studio. 

How did you land such clients? I 

was fortunate, but I think 'information 

sharing' had something to do with it. I 

shared everything I knew with people 

online. At the time there wasn't much 

printing-related technical information 

available on the web, and I was 

determined to answer all the questions 

out there. If I didn't know the answers 

right away, I'd go out and find out. My 

website and blog had a lot of visitors, 

and naturally the number of clients also 

increased. Hidesign was so well-known 

that BOXMASTER got its first order 

just five minutes after the website 

went online. We still get 30 to 40 

inquiries daily, and I'd say we've done 

upwards of 10,000 different packages 

to date. 

You call yourself a 'package 

consultant'. It's more than just two 

fancy words put together. What we 

do requires more expertise than 

your average 'sales rep'. It involves 

examining the package design the 

customer wants, and coming up 

with the best solution taking into 

consideration the brand, the business, 

the production budget, the way 

the packaged product is going to 

be distributed, their sales strategy, 

where the product is going to be 

displayed and how, and the client's 

brand strategy as well. The people 

who realize our designs are 'package 

structure' designers. These people do U
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more than just plan out the package 

and make the templates. They have 

to make sure the package does what 

it's meant to do - protect the product - 

properly, choose the right kind of paper 

to make the design come alive, and 

be involved in post-processing as well. 

Their role is crucial in our producing the 

best possible product on schedule and 

at the right price. 

You're also involved in a lot of 

outside printing-related activities, 

like lectures. The aim is to wake the 

people of the industry up. They have 

to realize that printing is by no means 

a dead-end industry. If you think that 

about your own line of work, then 

there's no progress to be made. 

Whatever aspect of printing you're 

involved in, there's always room for 

improvement and potential for growth. 

What is the significance of 

Chungmu-ro for package 

manufacturing? It's fast-paced. All the 

infrastructure we need is concentrated 

in the neighborhood, allowing for 

quick and diversified production. Our 

corrugated cardboard products take up 

a lot of space and can't be produced in 

volume in Chungmu-ro, which is why 

we had to move our own factory to 

Jangan-dong, but for small-volume jobs 

and jobs that involve minute details we 

take advantage of the infrastructure 

in Chungmu-ro. And instead of 

expanding our factory facilities, we're 

implementing a smart factory system 

so the small shops in Chungmu-ro 

can grow with us. We're not out to 

monopolize the market. 

What is Box Master's goal for this 

year? This year, we would plan to 

ensure internal stability rather than to 

raise our sales. Under the 'Hi Design' 

brand, we developed a face mask that  

went on sale April 1. It's made with 

eco-friendly 'Tyvek' synthetic fiber, and 

we're also donating masks to those 

who need them. 

How will package manufacturing 

change in the future? Consumers 

want environmentally friendly 

products, even if it's a bit inconvenient. 

That's also our consulting direction; 

we encourage the use of paper over 

structural plastics. We're also trying to 

improve our recycling rates.U
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'Intaglio' copperplate printmaking 

was sidelined with the  advent of 

offset and digital printing. Kim 

Yeongsam of VISUAL MARK has 

brought the art back to the high end. 

Intaglio, 
baby 
Kim Yeongsam, 

CEO of VISUAL MARK
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substantially broadened the scope of 

our business.

 The aesthetics and range of your 

special prints are astounding. We 

adopted '3D embossed printing' 

in 2017, which really expanded our 

portfolio. We get numerous online 

inquiries from prospective Southeast 

Asian customers, notably Thailand's 

Royal Thai Mint. We produce and 

export copperplates for portraits of 

the king and Buddhist art-related 

products they produce. Our cigarette 

cartons are also attracting attention 

from foreign tobacco companies. 

It can't be easy bringing young 

people into copperplate etching. 

True. Until 2014 things were extremely 

difficult, but these days many 

20-somethings are taking an interest 

in manufacturing. They have access to 

various skills online, and the people 

joining us today want to learn these 

skills hands-on. We currently have 

7 technicians in Chungmu-ro, and 

three of them are in their twenties. 

We're a business at the end of the 

day, but we need to play the role 

of a school somewhat for young 

would-be printers. The more young 

professionals we have, the larger the 

special printing market will become. 

What is the outlook like for special 

printing? There's definitely a future. 

In paper printing and publishing 

alone, there isn't much promise, but 

we're focusing our development on 

packagings, and this is where most 

of our growth is coming from. As for 

traditional printing and publishing, 

exports are the way to go. Currently, 

overseas sales account for around 

20% of the business, and we plan to 

increase that. 

What is the significance of 

Chungmu-ro Print Alley to Seoul? 

It's a giant 'mockup studio'. If you 

want a design done, this is the place 

to come to. Everything from planning 

to development and final production 

takes place within the area. Given how 

specialized the individual shops here 

are, it's amazing how well they work 

together to create a single integrated 

printing process. In other printing 

districts in the Greater Seoul Area, 

like in Paju, everything is contained 

in a single line in a single shop. Here 

in Chungmu-ro, we've perfected a 

system of multiple specialized shops 

working together to churn out better 

products faster. The system has literally 

unlimited potential since Chungmu-

ro is an urban manufacturing center. 

We have machining shops and acrylic 

factories too; it's not all about paper. 

What are your plans for VISUAL 

MARK? We launched our online 

business last year, selling sealing 

wax and stampers. We're currently 

developing an online sales platform 

for special printing, and are expecting 

to soon enter overseas markets. 

make their way to mass production. 

‘Leafing’, ‘embossing’, special printing. 

Could you explain in more detail? 

Applying shiny gold leaf to printed 

media is called 'leafing', and 

'embossing' is where you create a 

raised relief on the surface. These 

processes require pressing with a 

copper plate under heat and pressure. 

'Post-processing' is a term that 

encompasses both of these special 

printing techniques.

How is VISUAL MARK different 

from other copper plate etching 

and sampling companies? We 

used to chemically etch our plates 

but switched over to a CNC machine 

in 2011. It's more environmentally 

friendly and allows for more intricate 

plate work. We can fine-adjust 

the etching depth to give a three-

dimensional effect and also create 

visual illusions. Our gold leaf prints 

will look embossed but actually be 

flat, and we can create angles that 

make shapes appear to pop out 

at you. Introducing these special 

printing techniques into Korea has 
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Nice office. What do you do here at 

VISUAL MARK? Thank you. Let's call 

it a 'printing studio.' My grandfather 

started 'Samsung Dongpan', a 

copper plate etching company, in 

1971. My father took over and ran 

the business until 2011 when I took 

over the reins. Working for my father, 

I explored ways to increase  sales 

for the copperplates, and decided 

we needed a studio where we could 

make and sample copper plate prints. 

In 2014 we founded 'VISUAL MARK'. 

Samsung Dongpan makes the 

copperplates, then Visual Mark uses 

the copperplates and special printing 

techniques to produce mockups. 

Specifically, what are some of 

the products you make? We make 

packages for high-end brands using 

leafing and embossing techniques. We 

make cigarette cartons for KT&G, the 

'Hera' line from Amore Pacific, 'Whoo' 

from LG Household and Health Care, 

and Samsung Electronics' 'Galaxy 

Gear S'. We employ special printing 

techniques to sample premium, 

stand-out packages, many of which 
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studying holography and 3D contents. 

What line of work were you in 

before JEL? General affairs at a major 

conglomerate, and then 'Barunson 

Cards' to give sales ago. Then I was 

scouted into 'Samsung Business 

Card' where I made it to the general 

manager, before leaving and starting 

the JEL Language School. 

The atmosphere here is different 

from what you find at other printing 

companies. Is that intended? The 

aim was to create a 'design, planning, 

and printing' company, not just a 

print shop. If it has paper in it, we 

do it: election pamphlets, catalogs, 

brochures, posters, packages, you 

name it. Our advantage is that the 

whole process - design to production 

- is in-house. With digital printers, 

cutters, and binding machines, we're 

able to manage high-volume offset 

print jobs up to size B1. Our 'design 

lab' was establlished in 2017. 

Many of your awards are design- 

related. It's rare for such an old 

printing company to appreciate the 

importance of design. Other than our 
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engineers, all of our staff are designers. 

We encourage our staff to study UI, 

CI, and character design as well. The 

reason we have printing equipment 

in our offices is that we believe our 

designers should fully understand the 

printing process. Sometimes I bring 

students from the university I lecture 

to visit the print shop. 

What is the single most important 

element of printing? ‘What goes in 

is what comes out.' It's a universal 

truth that applies to any field. Our 

input is always the best it can be - that 

includes our people too. While we 

keep our operation small quantitatively, 

we're committed to qualitative growth, 

and our staff need to consistently 

learn and make progress. It's always a 

proud moment when I hear former JEL 

Communication staff are doing well at 

other firms. 

Most rewarding moment? When I'm 

told we run a 'good' business here. We 

try to make 'our best' 'the best', and 

always stay diligent. And obviously, all 

that effort is made worthwhile when 

the customer likes the final product. 

What do the printshops in 

Chungmu-ro need to do to achieve 

hand-in-hand growth? They should 

keep a keen eye on government 

support programs. The support is out 

there, but a lot of printers are old and 

the application process discourages 

them from applying at all. I'm 

serving as a secretary at an industry 

cooperative, and we're trying to inform 

and enable more people. Also, printing 

is closely tied to culture and the arts. 

I've organized a 'humanities study 

group' where we printing industry 

professionals can continue to learn and 

better ourselves. 

Lee Taeyeong has headed JEL 

Communication for 29 years now, always 

staying up to date with the latest trends 

while keeping one foot firmly planted in the 

humanities. 

Do the best
Lee Taeyeong, 
CEO of JEL Communication

Congratulations are in order. The 

Ministry chose winners among 

establishments in each field which 

have been in business for 15 years or 

longer. We were the first Seoul-based 

printing company to receive the honor. 

One of the requirements was that the 

president of the operation should have 

dedicated their lives to the field and 

made an effort to continually improve 

things. I've published a doctoral 

dissertation on 'print advertising 

and metacognition,' hold several 

professional licenses and qualifications, 

and have completed a Ph.D program 
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Print 
whatever 

The printing alley of Chungmu-ro is 

changing to keep up with the times. 

New people, technologies, methods 

of work and modes of collaboration 

are busily establishing themselves.

The Chungmu-ro and Eulji-ro area 

is the places where anything that 

has to do with the paper printing 

can be found or done, provided that 

you can locate the right shop. It's a 

daunting task given the 2,300+ shops 

in the area. But just walk into any 

store, show them a picture of what 

it is you're looking for, and they'll 

be happy to point you in the right 

direction. 

Just a few years ago, most shops 

had a 'minimum order', but with large 

printing corporations appearing on 

the scene, Chungmu-ro is changing 

to keep up with the 'high variety 

low volume' trend. Shops which 

previously only did high-volume jobs 

are now catering to B2C demand with 

new equipment. Digital media has 

greatly reduced hard copy volumes 

for magazines, books, brochures, 

leaflets and the like, redefining 'high 

volume'. 

In many shops, ownership is being 

transferred from the first generation 

- skilled technicians - to the second, 

even third generation who are savvier 

at business administration and 

adoption of new technologies. 

Environmentally friendly practices 

are an important trend in printing as 

well. Methods of cutting paper to 

minimize paper waste, eco-friendly 

paper, minimal chemical treatment, 

increased use of soy ink and less 

coating to improve paper recycling 

rates are some efforts being made 

by the industry. 

While there is less high-volume 

work, individual small-volume 

publishing is on the rise. Individuals 

are likely to be willing to shoulder 

higher costs in order to create unique 

publications. One-man publishing 

operations are emerging to corner 

this new market. Customers are 

also seeking out non- standard, 

individualized packagings using gold 

and silver leafing and unconventional 

Small printers are using online 

platforms to communicate with 

customers, cutting the middleman 

out. These middlemen used to link 

the customer with individual print 

shops, but online access to the 

information has taken their place. 

Today, savvy customers compare 

estimates and choose which shops 

#Nomiddlemen

#TheBiggest
Factory

#HVLV

#2nd-gen 

#Eco-friendly 

#Customized
AdvancedPrinting

will do what in the production 

process. Many government agencies 

and universities also operate their 

own printing facilities.

templates, as well as novel materials 

like acrylic and PVC in place of paper. 

High-end packagings involve difficult 

and demanding processes, but the 

market continues to grow. 
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This is where Seoul's gem and precious 

metals trade happens. The Jongno Jewelry 

District has a monthly floating population 

of 5.4 million and has been here since 

the early 1960s. Harnessing the power of 

YouTube and social media, Jongno is hard 

at work gaining back lost ground. 

Street in 
gems
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Combining traditional craftsmen's 

virtues with trendy, up-to-date 

sensibilities, Master Kang sees 

an optimistic future for Korean 

jewelry. 
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All that 
glitters 

0
8

9

You are the youngest ever 'master 

craftsman' titleholder. I studied 

lapidary as a junior in high school, 

and I was captivated by how I could 

vest so much value in minerals like 

gold or silver through my own hands. 

I apprenticed myself to Master Kim 

Jongmok, and within a year entered 

my first regional skills competition. I 

won my first national skills competition 

gold medal in my third year, and I 

brought home the gold medal from the 

2007 International Skills Olympics in 

Japan where I represented Korea. Then 

in 2013, I earned the title of 'master 

craftsman precious metal processing'. 

I was the youngest person ever 

awarded the title. 

Most fail to realize the importance 

of 'lapidary' in the jewelry industry. 

Obviously, design is the figurative 

'flower' of the jewelry industry. But 

what makes a flower bloom is good 

soil, water, sunlight and wind. The 

lapidarist is all those things;  he cuts 

and polishes to bring designs to life, 

adding his own artistic sensibilities to 

really make them shine. So I took it 

upon myself to establish an original 

brand rooted firmly in flawless lapidary, 

Master Craftsman of 

Precious Metal Processing, 

Kang Garam
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with the craftsman taking center stage. 

That's how '3EPEES KOREA' was born 

in 2015.

But not every great cook becomes 

a successful chef. While my previous 

goal was to become a craftsman 

deserving of the title 'nationally 

designated master craftsman', today 

I aim to establish a 'lapidary master 

craft' brand that's recognized the world 

over. Honestly, I've been in the Jongno 

jewelry scene for less than 20 years, 

and I still have a lot to learn from my 

seniors and other master craftsmen. 

Then there are the up-and-comers hot 

on my heels. Many technicians have 

been scouted by overseas brands 

or opted to live lives as 'makers', 

but I wanted to make the most out 

of the title 'master craftsman'. With 

government support (SBC Startup 

School), I acquired the knowledge 

and business administration know-

how necessary for starting my own 

business, and knowledge on what 

equipment and tools I would need in 

my workshop. Since establishing my 

own brand, I've been running 'Kang 

Garam's Jewelry Show', an order-made 

fine jewelry brand, and working with 

various brands on a range of projects. 

You're known for making jewelry 

for various celebrities including 

Kid Milli and A$AP Rocky You know 

that feeling of exhilaration when you 

finally finish a craft model? Orders that 

involve fabulously expensive diamonds 

and pieces that are as unique as the 

customers ordering them really get 

my juices flowing. Most of my jobs 

with custom jewelry brand 'Quantez' 

involve custom pieces for Korean and 

international pop stars. Recently in the 

hip-hop scene, the trend is 'dusting 

down' already expensive ornaments 

with diamonds. The dusted down Rolex 

watch I did for rapper Kid Milli had over 

5,000 diamonds, 18K white gold, and 

gold. Working on it was an ecstatic and 

memorable experience. 

What kind of lifestyle jewelry does 

a master jewelry craftsman make? 

Running the brand and coming up with 

designs is the work of jewelry designer 

Im Chungran, also my wife. That lets 

me focus on my gems. 'Mood of the 

Day' is a brand established in 2016 

producing 'jewelry objects embodying 

everyday bliss'. Since 2016, the brand's 

design-dessert, cameo, and initial 

series have been very popular. Help 

from the Seoul Jewelry Support Center 

has been instrumental in establishing 

the brand. Jewelry made by a master 

craftsman needs to transcend today's 

fast fashion and become a fixture in 

the wearer's lifestyle, and we hope our 

pieces do just that. 

What do you forecast for the 

Seoulite and Korean jewelry 

industries? I decided this was what 

I wanted to do as my life's work 

when first saw gold being smelted, 

hammered, and filed. As I'm cutting, 

chipping and polishing my gems to 

shine, I'm doing the same to myself. 

Jewelry is a marriage of arts and 

fine technique, making it suitable for 

those who love a challenge. Doing the 

same job over and over again with the 

exact same unforgiving precision each 

time is tremendously satisfying. As a 

state-certified master craftsman, I'd 

like to afford young people in jewelry 

more vocational training and capacity 

development opportunities. More 

skilled crafters mean a brighter future 

for the industry. 
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family in the same trade? The term 

‘Second-gen' reminds you you're 

not alone in the game, but at the 

same time, it's also a huge burden. 

The first generation here was about 

'production', but I believe - and my dad 

concurs - that today it's all about details 

and realization of values. We deal with 

expensive metals in the industry, and 

so trust among designers, makers, 

and sellers is crucial. I'm thankful that 

in my case, all three are family. My 

dad in particular is even more future-

oriented than I am and has some great 

transcendent insights on the trends of 

Did you always want to take over 

the family business? My dad has 

been a jewelry wholesaler for 30 years, 

and my mom and older brother run a 

jewelry workshop. With my brother 

already in jewelry, I tried my luck with 

interior design, but I found myself 

gravitating back from a monolithic 

architecture to the tiny universe that 

is jewelry; my tastes and talents were 

inclined toward small craft as well. 

Officially I started jewelry in 2012. 

Having three of the best teachers 

around was pretty useful. 

What is it like having your whole 

everyday articles and phenomena. 

Nature had always been the inspiration 

for jewelry, but maybe this was holding 

designs back, I thought. I thought 

maybe the structural aesthetics of 

architecture would work with jewelry 

and set out to create novel designs 

based on the idea. The reception was 

positive. Gongbang.301, which we 

launched in 2015, is the canvas on 

which we realize our ideas.

Most individual brands aren't able 

to focus so much on design and 

branding. My dad always said novelty 

is what impresses the customer, that 

honesty begets success, and that your 

life's work needs to be something that 

makes you happy. And so, together 

with quality, branding to set the brand 

apart was one of the most important 

considerations for Gongbang.301. You 

hear 'Tiffany', and you think 'Tiffany 

Blue'. We want that for Gongbang.301 

as well. Fortunately, I'm a design major, 

and I have my family to consult on the 

production and distribution aspects, so 

we're making good progress.

You seem to have very steadfast 

values. Gems are a token of bliss. 

They represent happiness. My dad 

The new generation is now the face of the 

Jongno Jewelry District. O Hyeonwoo took over 

his father's business and is taking it to new 

heights; 'bliss' is the value embodied by his 

jewelry. 

Making bliss
O Hyeonwoo, CEO of HMS Group

always taught me a life not lived for 

others is a life not lived at all, and 

jewelry is my way of living an altruistic 

life. Delivering satisfaction and value 

to people through jewelry, and giving 

back from the profits to our staff and 

society at large. The hope is to expand 

the fine jewelry market and become a 

brand acknowledged both in Korea and 

on the international markets. 

Where are you headed? Gongbang.301 

is slowly but surely making a name for 

itself as a wedding jewelry brand and 

is well-received on online shopping 
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the industry. He always reminds me 

that designs are only worth as much as 

they sell, and selling is about knowing 

where people find happiness. 

How did you go about establishing 

your own brand? I took a detour 

via architecture and interior design 

before finding my way back to jewelry. 

I was out in the field daily, eyeing the 

products that sold best and acquiring 

the processes of jewelry design and 

production. For me, jewelry isn't 

necessary luxury, but the epitome 

of self-expression and individuality. 

As such, I sought inspiration from 

malls. Our tailored designs target the 

trendy young generation as well as 

customers with more luxurious tastes. 

What sets Gongbang.301 apart is a 

unique design inspired by architectural 

aesthetics. An important area of focus 

for us in the future will be men's fine 

jewelry, a relatively unexplored field 

with great promise. Other important 

objectives are being a socially 

responsible and integrated enterprise, 

cementing transparent management 

practices, and increasing the size of 

the jewelry pie. 

CEO O Hyeonwoo (left) his father and Jewelry Wholesaler, O Gunseon (right).
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This is a craftsman open to new 

technology. Savvy in both craft and 

tech, he sees these difficult times as 

a major opportunity for the jewelry 

industry.

You have spent 40 years in the 

jewelry industry. I've been to Jongno 

since 1980. Smelting and hammering 

gold and silver into beautiful jewelry 

pieces made me feel like a real-life 

alchemist. But I soon appreciated how 

labor-intensive the jewelry trade was, 

and how much time and effort goes 

into producing each piece. I wanted 

to change that. Around 20 years in, I 

stumbled upon a solution. 

When and how did you come 

across the CAD program? In the 

1980s and 1990s, when I got started 

in the field, many Korean craftsmen 

were being scouted overseas by 

companies in Japan, Hong Kong, and 

Europe. This meant the Korean jewelry 

industry was losing skilled labor to 

other countries  and becoming less 

globally competitive. I knew we had to 

improve the working environment in 

Korea to keep these professionals in 

the country. I first came across CAD 

computer-aided design - in 1999, and I 

was instantly captivated. I knew I had 

to make it mine. 

Seek and you will find 
Lee Jaeheung, CEO of Mighty Jewelry
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So you became the first in the 

industry to adopt CAD CAD 

technology itself was being picked 

up slowly across many industries, 

but in precious metals and gems, 

we're very labor-intensive and prefer 

things tried and proven over novelty. 

We're conservative. I went back to a 

learner's mindset and enrolled myself 

in a CAD training program, starting a 

jewelry CAD modeling shop in Jongno 

in 2001. Using CAD, 3D printing, and 

direct casting, I was able to save costs 

substantially. 

That's how Mighty Jewelry came 

to be. Yes. Since 2001, I've been 

doing all the designs myself through 

CAD, and the entire metalworking and 

crafting process - up to completion 

and delivery - takes place in-house. 

Mighty Jewelry has a team of the 

most skilled lapidaries, and we were 

among the earliest adopters of 

advanced tech. Combining the best 

of the old and the new, we churn 

out new products and order-made 

pieces with a unique touch that only 

we are capable of. We are especially 

proud of our rings: stunning designs, 

meticulous craft. 

You hold numerous titles including 

master small manufacturer and 

master craftsman, precious metal 

processing. I received the Prime 

Minister's Commendation in 2001 

and the master craftsman title in 

2010. Then in 2018, the government 

gave me the 'meister' designation 

and the Ministry of SMEs and 

Startups named us a 'Master Small 

Manufacturer' this February. They're 

proud acknowledgments that make 

our effort so far worth the while, but 

the best is still to come for Mighty 

Jewelry. 

Your life has been about embracing 

change and challenges. 40 years 

ago, there was no standardized 

system of initiation. Today, CAD and 

3D printing which are so readily 

available represent a chance for the 

jewelry industry to redefine itself. 

Basic lapidary skills can be picked up 

in about 5 years, but you need to set 

yourself apart somehow to survive. 

We craftsmen need to stimulate 

the industry by holding hands with 

younger upstarts. In jewelry, you need 

to keep up with the changing times. 

We can never stop learning. 

What do you have planned for 

the future? Korean tech, especially 

manual craft, is world-class. The key 

to the future is grafting mechanical 

technology onto human crafts. In 

jewelry, how well you read the times 

makes or breaks you. These days 

everybody says things are difficult, 

but instead of being discouraged by 

dwindling orders, we need to get 

out there studying the market and 

studying new techniques and designs. 

Personally, I want to firmly establish 

Mighty Jewelry as a trusted brand, 

and also do my part for the industry as 

a master craftsman. 
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How did you find yourself in 

jewelry? I was a watch salesman in 

my 20s. Back in the 1980s, we didn't 

have nationwide sales networks, so I 

would source watches from Jongno, 

which was the country's jewelry and 

watch center, and sell them door 

to door to jewelry stores all over 

Korea. Then I heard the profits from 

precious gems were better than for 

watches. I had a good amount of field 

experience, so I started a jewelry 

business confident I knew what 

would sell. 

They call you the 'Bulldozer' 

in the industry. Where does all 

that energy come from? I was at 

a jewelry show in 1994 and I got 

the shock of my life. The designs 

and product offerings there were 

completely different from what we 

had in Korea. It was an awakening, 

and I realized precious gems don't 

just have value as property but 

can become so much more when 

combined with good design and 

technique. I've always been a fearless 

competitor, and what can I say? I 

liked what I saw and I had to have it. 

So although until then I'd just been a 

manager, I started doing designs too. 

In 1997 I began a wedding jewelry 

business, and the 'Rex Diamond' 

brand came along in 2004. 

You're intensely passionate about 

new tech and new designs. They're 

what made Rex Diamond what it is. 

We have more than 1,000 registered 

designs, three internationally 

patented techniques, 14 Korean tech 

patents, and 3 more patents pending. 

In particular, we've developed a 

method of finishing the insides of 

rings to make them more comfortable 

to wear. Thanks to that innovation, 

we've never had a recession, and the 

finishing technique is now an industry 

standard. You can't skimp on design 

development. We have a government-

certified R&D center through which 

we continually incorporate customer 

demands and global trends into our 

product. 

How can the public sector help 

the industry? I started literally with 

nothing, so I understand how difficult 

getting a private business started 

is. The jewelry industry in particular 

sees frequent fluctuations in costs for 

raw materials. Precious metals are 

considered a luxury, so the jewelry 

industry is among the hardest hit in 

times of economic crisis. During the 

crisis, the government could help out 

by exempting special consumption 

tax or import tariffs on gemstones, 

and agencies like the SBA could 

afford us more industry-specific 

support measures.  

What do you have planned for 

Rex Diamond? We were named 

a 'Hi Seoul' brand by the Seoul 

Metropolitan Government and 

Kim Wongu unrelenting passion is leaving its 

mark on Korean jewelry manufacturing. 

Been there, done that
Kim Wongu, CEO of Rex Diamond

the SBA, becoming a brand that 

represents not only Seoul but also 

Korea. 'Rex' is Latin for a king, and 

we've set out to become not only 

the best in Korea but one of the best 

in the world. That's still our goal. 

We have millions of draft designs 

on our computers and phones, and 

market research is just part of the 

daily routine now. These days, trends 

change fast, and instead of steady 

sellers, the market wants whatever is 

trending at the moment. That's why 

we invest as aggressively as ever into 

creating designs and developing new 

techniques. 

A word of advice to your 

industry colleagues. Jewelry isn't 

a luxury anymore. It's a means 

of self-expression for self-loving 

contemporary people, and there 

shouldn't be any stigma attached to 

it. By bringing jewelry out into the 

open and harnessing on- and off-

line distribution networks, the new 

generation will be able to achieve so 

much more. We Korean jewelers, 

have design sensibilities and technical 

competence unrivaled in East Asia, 

and this is the perfect time for 

K-jewelry to establish itself in the 

world. Trust me, I've been placed and 

done things in the industry; I know 

what I'm talking about. 
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All things 
change

The new generation at the helm of Jongno 

Jewelry District is creating new value in the 

jewelry manufacturing industry, bringing 

together handcraft, new tech, design, and 

branding. 
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#JewelryCentral

#Transparency 
#ValueIndustry

#K-jewelry 

#Sense-Intensive 
#Blueocean

Ever since they built a road over 

Cheonggyecheon Stream, Jongno has 

been the center of Korean jewelry 

production, trade, and sales. Koreans' 

love for gold is something special, both 

for its property value and its bringing 

of good fortune to the bearer. As time 

passed, people grew fond of diamonds 

and other colored gems, and the 

jewelry industry reached its pinnacle. 

Jewelry used to be synonymous 

with 'luxury' and 'property'. Precious 

metals processing was an area 

consumers had little access to, 

and raw material prices fluctuated 

severely. While the industry did 

grow in size, at the same time it 

became more secretive. Fortunately, 

the people of the industry have 

determined to bring jewelry out of 

the shadows, and the improvements 

being made are creating huge future 

potential as a valuable industry. 

Korea is churning out brands and 

cultures that captivate the world: 

K-pop, K- movies, K-beauty. Korean 

jewelry, the pinnacle of handicraft, is 

likely the next in line; the Koreans are 

already noted for their outstanding 

dexterity. Successfully branding 

K-jewelry will require outstanding 

designs, advanced technologies, and 

the confidence of the industry. Access 

to jewelry design is now universal, 

and the key is harmonizing the 

Jewelry is a different value from the 

property for the young generations 

who spare no investment in 

themselves. Korea still lacks the 

centuries-old jewelry and fashion 

houses other advanced countries 

have. That market is still wide open. 

manual talent the industry already has 

with new platforms to reach global 

markets. 

Jewelry used to be labor-intensive, 

but today the most important 

input is sensibilities. And this is a 

contribution which can best be made 

by our youth. 
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The Amazing Brewing Company, born in an old 

woodworking shop in Seongsu-dong, has become 

Korea’s leading handcrafted beer brand.

Manufacturing 
up to speed
Kim Taekyeong, 

CEO of Amazing Brewing Company
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is brewed right here according to the 

original recipe.

Tell us about your limited-bath 

seasonal beers. There’s a hop 

growers’ cooperative called ‘YCH’ in 

a region called Yakima near Seattle 

in Washington state. They not only 

cultivate but also breed hops, and 

when they create a new variety, they 

send samples out to us breweries. 

This year YCH sent us a sample of 

rose-scented hops, which we turned 

into the ‘Puppy Love IPA Spring Rose 

Edition’. ‘Puppy Love IPA’ is one of 

ABC’s bestsellers. It’s a ‘hazy IPA’ 

which is the trend in the US, full of 

tropical orange and tangerine aromas, 

starting off sweet and ending with a 

crisp bitter note.

You do various beer collaborations 

as well. How do you choose which 

companies to work with? It has to 

be interesting. For example, we’re 

working with a rice farm in Gimpo 

to make ‘Gimpo Brown Rice Porter’ 

and ‘Gimpo Golden Rice Ale’. Making 

beer with locally grown rice, who 

would’ve thought? The collaboration 

is also aimed at boosting dwindling 

domestic rice consumption. We’ve 

also partnered with fair trade coffee 

brand ‘1 Kilo Coffee’ to create the 

‘Guatemala Stout’, containing real 

Guatemalan coffee beans.

What about your education 

programs? The Amazing Brewing 

Academy has a curriculum ranging 

from tasting to home brewing and pub 

entrepreneurship. The programs are 

popular among the general public as 

well as industry professionals. Many 

couples make a date of our home 

brewing classes.

Just 5 years after opening ABC 

Seongsu, you’ve opened stores in 

Geondae and Jamsil. What’s your 

secret? We’ve labeled ourselves a 

‘startup.’ The term brings to mind 

mobile and IT, but startups can come 

from any sector. We’ve gone about 

our business startup-style with quick 

investment and execution, instead of 

employing traditional manufacturing 

industry practices. We see our 

success as a natural result of this 

approach.

How do you plan to operate ABC in 

Seongsu branch? We produce 200 

liters of beer daily out of Seongsu. 

That’s 50 tons a year. We plan on 

maintaining this volume while 

diversifying on the types of beer we 

make. ABC Seongsu will be a flagship 

store and brewpub always offering 

novel craft beers to enrich consumers’ 

experience of the beer.

Future plans and hopes? Online 

sales of craft beer. Traditional Korean 

spirits are already available online, 

and overseas, online beer sales are 

permitted 100% in China, while 21 

of 50 US states also allow it. Even 

Georgia, which is known to be quite 

conservative. The ‘4 for 10,000’ 

imported beer promotions they have 

at all the major convenience store 

chains have pushed down the bar 

in terms of standards for the beer 

consumers drink. We hope to see the 

legalization of online beer sales in the 

new future, creating an environment 

for online alcoholic beverage shops 

and even more variety in craft beer.

in as soon as we opened. We put in 

more tables and make more space 

where people could stand, and that’s 

how we ended up looking the way we 

do today. The experience I had from 

running two pubs before ABC was 

also helpful.

You’re best known for your 

‘Seongsu Pale Ale’, named after 

the neighborhood. It represents the 

flavors we have here. It’s an intriguing 

place full of diversity: factory workers, 

shoemakers and designers, and social 

enterprises. We had it made OEM, 

in the Belgian style that was popular 

at the time. There are other beers 

named after places out there, but 

they have little to nothing to do with 

their namesakes. Seongsu Pale Ale 

out of the tap. Where did the idea 

come from? From 2010 to 2015, we 

visited and benchmarked over 100 

breweries in the US and Europe. At 

local breweries in the West, they 

make and sell beer on the spot. 

Distribution isn’t a consideration, so 

they can just concentrate on making 

better beer. There are over 9,000 of 

these local breweries in the US alone.

Were there any difficulties realizing 

the vision of making craft beer in 

the heart of the city? There was a lot 

of trial and error, through which we 

kept upgrading our brewing recipes 

and processes. Originally, we planned 

on using ABC (Amazing Brewing 

Company) Seongsu as a pub and sales 

outlet, but people started crowding 

How did you start the Amazing 

Brewing Company in Seongsu-

dong? Trying to start a craft beer 

brand in downtown Seoul, we didn’t 

have many options. There were 

some abandoned factories in Eulji-ro, 

Mullae-dong, and Seongsu-dong, and 

it was in a corner of the last that we 

found a building where the rent was 

low enough. It was a woodworking 

shop built-in 1959, and that’s where 

we started the Amazing Brewing 

Company. Since then we’ve expanded 

into the neighboring machining shop 

where we’re running a brewpub.

What attracts consumers to the 

Amazing Brewing Company is that 

it’s a brewpub where people can 

drink freshly brewed beer straight U
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All LPs produced in Korea pass 

through the hands of engineer 

Baek Huiseong at Machang Music & 

Pictures, Korea’s one and only vinyl 

manufacturer.

Back to vinyl
Baek Huiseong, 

Director of Machang 

Music & Pictures

What is the Machang Music 

& Pictures, besides an LP 

manufacturer? We do animations and 

do performance productions as well, 

but LP production is our mainstay. 

Recordings are made at our studio in 

Majang-dong, and the Vinyl Factory in 

Seongsu-dong is where the LPs are 

produced.

The popularity of LPs has long 

faded. Why now? I’m rather fond 

of analog tech, and vinyl represents 

the analog way of doing things. It’s 

different from digital music where a 

swipe of the finger is all it takes. As 

for why we started, I was listening 

to music with our chairman one day 

in 2005 when we suddenly thought 

‘maybe we should make LPs’. And 

then we did.

How are LP records produced? We 

etch grooves onto a blank master 

disc using a cutting machine. Then 

we bring the disc to the Vinyl Factory 

where we stamp and coat the vinyl 

records. We test the records before 

they go on sale, and locate any 

defects under a microscope. 

Since Sorabol Records closed in 
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2004, there have been zero LP 

factories in Korea. Where did you 

learn the art? We scoured the whole 

country on foot. What was especially 

challenging was sourcing a machine 

that could etch master discs. The 

only one remaining in the country 

was at Universal Studio, which was 

established in 1968. It took a full year 

to convince the owner  - who happens 

to be one of Korea’s first-generation 

sound recording engineers – to sell 

it to us, and we ended up buying the 

machine as well as the studio where 

we found it. That’s our Majang Studio.

Learning how to use the equipment 

must have been spectacularly 

difficult too. After taking over the 

studio and the machine in 2010, we 

switched it on and heard the popping 

sounds inside. The parts inside hadn’t 

seen any action for over a decade, so 

they overheated and fried. It took us 

a year and a half to fix the machine, 

and then two more to learn how 

to cut – just barely. We brought in 

vinyl from the best factories in the 

world in Germany, the US, and Japan 

and studied them hard so we could 

improve our sound quality. Thee full 

years and close to 30,000 discs later, 

we established Machang Music & 

Pictures in 2016. We only launched in 

June 2017 after we were confident 

enough we could sell our product.

Classical music is notoriously hard 

to get onto vinyl. But you’ve done 

it. With classical music, especially 

solo performances, the ticks are 

even more noticeable. A year after 

we launched, we released our first 

classical music album. It sold out 

quickly, and people demanded a 

reissue. It was a particularly proud 

moment. 

of two types: newcomers and people 

returning to vinyl, about half and 

half. We were especially surprised 

at how many young people took an 

interest. Globally, the LP market has 

been growing since 2008. Although 

nowhere close to digital music, 

LPs are seeing a second heyday. 

Overseas, the order backlog is a full 

year long. 

As an LP manufacturer, what are 

your goals for the future? So much 

care goes into LP records: both in 

making them and listening to them. 

It’s a physical and cumbersome hands-

on process, but that’s the charm of 

analog. We want to bring that charm 

to more people. As for goals, since 

we’ve already set foot in the field, 

why not the world best?

Why were LP’s glory days so short-

lived? We Koreans embrace change 

quickly. CDs, where you didn’t have to 

worry about cleaning the record every 

time, came along, and we didn’t think 

twice about making the transition. 

LPs had their time from the late 

1980s to the early 1990s. Singers like 

Shin Seunghun and Kim Gunmo sold 

millions. Back then, vinyl records sold 

like hotcakes – people were lined up 

outside the factories and bought them 

fresh off the press.

People are rediscovering the 

charm in the inconvenience of 

LPs. They are. People tired of digital 

are seeking out touchy-feely analog 

again. Since we launched, we’ve 

been participating in the Seoul 

Record Fair. Our customers are one 
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different? We don’t yet have standards 

on cold-press labeling in Korea, so 

anyone can claim their product is cold-

pressed. I’d like to see a standard 

like that of ‘extra virgin ‘ olive oil 

established soon. Our cold-press 

process maintains low temperatures 

from start to finish, and each type of 

seed needs a different temperature. 

Our sesame seeds are kept below 

160 degrees, and perilla seeds at 

less than 140 degrees. This prevents 

heat damage to the fats contained in 

What does Queens Bucket do? We 

redefine fats as a food group. Fats 

are one of the three major nutrient 

groups, playing a crucial role in the 

immune system and growth, but sadly 

mass production has relegated them 

to the role of aromatics and flavorings. 

We intend to restore fats to their 

intended role. Quality, unaltered, eco-

friendly, enabling, nutritious, and safe 

food. Queens. 

How does Queens Bucket’s cold 

press technology work? Cold-pressing 

the cells, and nothing goes to waste, 

shells, and all. 

Oil manufacturing is growing these 

days. Why is this? It’s because of the 

added value, not necessarily because 

we’re consuming more oil. People are 

consuming more good oil. The olive 

oil-intensive ‘Mediterranean Diet’ was 

all about healthy fat consumption. An 

interest in healthy oil developed in the 

US in the 1990s, and the same thing is 

happening in Korea now.

Did the market catch on? At first, no. 

Sales struggled at the start. Our oil 

tasted so different from the sesame 

oil consumers were used to, and 

some even thought we were diluting 

it with soybean oil. But children 

who weren’t raised on the factory-

squeezed stuff liked what they were 

tasting, and by word of mouth our 

reputation grew. Revenues increased 

tenfold over three years.

You squeeze oil and bake bread too 

in your 5-story building. Where did 

the idea for this ‘urban mill’ come 

from? Having a structure where food 

products are made and consumed 

fresh in the city center is important, but 

traditionally the mill has been a center 

for communication. People would gather 

at the local mill to chat, maybe pick up a 

small gift for someone they cared about. 

Seoul has lost a lot of these spaces, 

and it was because I wanted to restore 

that aspect of neighborhood life that I 

opened our first mill in an apartment 

complex in Gangnam.

When redevelopment forced you 

to close your first mill in Yeoksam-

dong down, you moved to 

Dongdaemun. Why not anywhere 

else? Dongdaemun has symbolic 

significance for what Queens Bucket 

stands for since back in the day 

when Dongdaemun Market was 

around oils were a commonly traded 

commodity there. Also, we’re looking 

to expand overseas, and Dongdaemun, 

frequented by foreigners, was the 

perfect pilot platform.

You also run the vegan bakery 

‘Onn’s.’ Why vegan? We made a point 

of ‘full transparency’ when we started 

Queens Bucket. No ingredients and no 

part of the production process are kept 

secret from the consumer. Veganism 

is about honest, good ingredients, 

and that’s in keeping with the Queens 

Bucket spirit.

What’s the ultimate dream for 

Queens Bucket? We want to be the 

next olive oil – ‘K-oil’, so to speak. 

We believe sesame oil and perilla 

oil are functionally superior to olive 

oil, but conventional hot-processing 

techniques create harmful byproducts 

that cancel out the benefits. Our cold-

press technology has been certified 

benzopyrene-free by the KFDA, proving 

we have an excellent product not only 

in terms of function but safety as well.

Do you have words of advice 

for people about to get started 

in manufacturing, perhaps? The 

importance of food manufacturing is 

growing. Developing better means of 

preserving and enhancing the value 

of primary agricultural and fisheries 

produce will unlock unprecedented 

potential for the market. Alongside 

food products themselves, we need 

to focus on added value. Those who 

research and devise ideas to make 

breakthroughs where the industry is 

stagnant or bottlenecked will be able to 

pioneer new markets. 
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is a method that better highlights the 

nature of the ingredients. We toast 

our sesame seeds on low heat using 

infrared rays at about 160 degrees, then 

squeeze the oil out of them at around 

70. What results is the flavor of naturally 

precipitated oil made the traditional way. 

We had a tasting at a department store, 

and a customer well into her 80s told 

us it tastes just like the old-fashioned 

stone-milled kind. 

Cold-pressing is old news in the 

oil market. How is your product 

Park Jeongyong squeezes oil in the heart of 

Seoul. No, it’s not your regular mill. 

Oils as a proper 
food group 
Park Jeongyong, 
CEO of Queens Bucket
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In our heads, ‘urban manufacturing’ 

used to be associated with 'Move', 

'Evasion', and 'Slum'. This has 

changed. Now more positive terms 

like ‘hipster’, ‘craftsmanship’, and 

‘jobs’ come to mind. 

Manufacturing 
in the city:
It just works

The recent COVID-19 pandemic 

has reminded us of the value of 

manufacturing. If we hadn’t developed 

those masks or quick diagnostic kits 

on time, how different our lives would 

have been. The manufacturers behind 

these lifesavers which form part of 

our front of resistance against the viral 

invasion are mostly small and medium 

enterprises. And so the state and the 

city need manufacturing, not only to 

churn out the apparel and electronics 

we consume but to produce the 

to drive it out to the periphery of our 

metropolises, under slogans – excuses 

– such as ‘expiration of costs’, ‘urban 

evolution’ and ‘boosting the city’s 

competitiveness’.

But today there has been a major shift 

in our views of urban manufacturing. 

Drinking craft beer and taking 

Instagrammable photos in the 

derelict factories and workshops in 

the hinterlands of low-rise residential 

districts have become part of the 

mundane. Manufacturing startups 

marrying electronics with metalworking 

and handicraft with acoustics, for 

instance, are putting inflexible industrial 

categorizations to shame.

As pronounced as the shift in our 

views of urban manufacturing from 

unfit for the city core to roots of 

the urban economy has been their 

recent impact on urban consumer 

culture. Most notable is the turning 

of manufacturing-intensive districts 

into ‘hipster’ spaces. Examples of 

these happening places are the 

Cheonggyecheon – Sewoon Plaza 

– Eulji-ro area ('Hip'ji-ro) whose 

machinery, tools, and electronics 

shops are being regenerated under 

the Dasi (Again) Sewoon Project, the 

entanglement of ironworking craft 

and artistic creators which is Mullae 

Arts Village, and Seongsu-dong, an 

‘industrial hip-town’ specializing in 

metalwork and handmade shoes that 

is Seoul’s Brooklyn.

These are places which were partially 

vacated by a declining manufacturing 

economy, a silenced entrepreneurial 

spirit, and the youth’s evasion of 

manufacturing. This vacuum gave rise 

to a movement to rediscover the value 

in manufacturing, turning ramshackle 

workshops and spaces in back-alley 

multiplex dwellings into spaces for 

creation and consumption. 

The enterprising restaurateurs 

pioneering these districts and the 

entrepreneurs following them offer the 

city new things to eat, drink, and play 

with. Blogs and social media direct 

the millennial generation’s attention to 

these locations scattered throughout 

the city, and so are born our new 

hipster places.

Past mixed residential-industrial areas 

are being turned into specialized 

manufacturing districts, and run-down 

factory districts are turning into black 

holes of hip consumer culture. Our 

individual takes of this phenomenon 

aside, it should be remembered it is 

just one of many modes of coexistence 

between the city and manufacturing. 

Urban spaces, despite exclusivity of 

ownership and uses, are open to the 

stimulus of change. A district may 

specialize in a given industry, but this 

theme is by no means perpetual. There 

is no person standing guard either. Yet 

our society has sufficiently matured. 

We understand we cannot afford to 

let the manufacturing ecosystems 

and networks of small merchants 

which have taken so long to establish 

themselves be ruined by ‘regeneration’ 

projects and a handful of ‘gentrifiers’. 

As much as manufacturing needs 

the city, the city needs the bustle of 

manufacturing. 

‘PlaceMade’ of San Francisco carries 

numerous implications as an attempt 

for the city, manufacturing, and hipster 

spaces to coexist. They are a non-profit 

developer specializing in manufacturing 

spaces development. This pioneering 

enterprise was established to afford 

employment opportunities to the low-

income, unskilled unemployed of the 

city, and enable businesses to source 

their human resources locally. At the 

Manufacturing Foundry at 150 Hooper 

developed in 2018 by Placemade, at 

least 60% of staff are local and low-

income. The monthly rent was lowered 

to less than half the rates for the 

neighborhood, and tax breaks were 

provided by working with the local 

government. Instead of direct public 

sector support for manufacturing, the 

government works with enterprises 

to create the circumstances for 

manufacturing businesses to take root 

in a healthy ecosystem.

Space features an attractive mix of 

cultural and commercial functions and 

shared conference rooms, running 

training programs for unskilled 

workers. PlaceMade demonstrates 

that diversified government support 

in the form of improved safety nets 

for manufacturing, helping non-profit 

enterprise accumulate experience, 

adoption of manufacturing support 

facilities, and reforming the local 

atmosphere through jobs can slowly 

but surely establish a virtuous cycle. 

We need to think deep and hard which 

social agents and spaces we need 

to direct our attention to, to promote 

coexistence between manufacturing 

and the city.

The contributor, Kim Sehun, is a graduate of 

the Seoul National University Department of 

Architecture and Architectural Engineering and 

the Harvard Graduate School of Design. Together 

with Professor Lee Jeseung, he currently 

runs the Urban Studies and Design Lab at the 

Seoul National University Graduate School of 

Environmental Studies. Kim and five colleagues 

jointly founded the ‘Urban Lab City Planning 

Cooperative in 2018. Kim has appeared on <An 

Uncertain Future: The Vacant Housing Shock> on 

KBS1, <Urban Regeneration in Nangok-dong> 

on Yonhap News TV, and has authored <Finding 

the Urban in the City> (Hansoop, 2017). Ill
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diagnostic and protective supplies we 

need in times of crises. Conversely, 

manufacturing needs the city to 

supply the land for its factories and the 

competent, well-educated manpower 

to run its operations.

Manufacturing also has intrinsic 

value. Adrian Hill, coordinator of the 

‘Cities of Making’ project studying 

manufacturing in key European cities 

like London, Brussels, and Rotterdam 

maintains that “while the role of 

manufacturing is said to be to make 

the products the city demands, urban 

manufacturing is all production activity 

which actively needs the market which 

is the city.’ This is to say that the city 

(customer) – manufacturer (supplier) 

relationship is not unidirectional; the 

city both chooses its manufacturing 

and also changes its circumstances 

to accommodate the demands of 

manufacturing.

Small-scale manufacturing is most 

active in the city, in particular the city 

center. The nutrients which enrich 

the social capital comprising the 

urban ecosystem are the location, 

connectedness, and diversity of uses 

in the city core. The productive activity 

of small manufacturers and the ripple 

effects therefrom cause the city to 

evolve.

And urban manufacturing has a 

strong ‘spatial inertia’. Establishment 

and growth come slowly, but once 

an industrial ecosystem has set in a 

space, it will endure. The potential 

value of such ecosystems is best 

appreciated by pondering the costs 

and investment involved in recreating 

them in a vacuum. Yet we have labeled 

manufacturing as a function unfit for 

the city center. ‘Declining industry’, 

we called it, and we have been wont 



Urban 
manufacturing in 
Seoul tomorrow

Seoul is past its growth spurt and is now maturing, re-recognizing 

the value of urban manufacturing. Family business succession 

and institutional support are bringing in the new generation, 

new technologies, and new training. Platforms are innovating 

manufacturing efficiency, and novel collaborations are drawing a 

bright and sustainable future for manufacturing in the city.

Collaboration

In our own light CEO of AGO, Lee Ubok, and Designer of AGO, Yu Hwaseong

Keeping Eulji-ro bright  Kim Kihwa, CEO of FARO lighting and Yun Ilseop, Designer of Isy Design Studio

Second-generation family businesses

Succeeded  CEO Lee Chunseong of Chunwoo Engineering, and General Manager Lee Seungwoo(Son) of Chunwoo Engineering

Dad’s know-how, son’s sensibilities  Seo Gyoseok, CEO of BASSO & Seo Myeongwon, CEO of PIED MARIE

Manufacturing + platforms

Bridging the divide	 Lee Sanguk, CEO of Changshin Azit

May the fourth be with you  Kim Jaetaek, CEO of emotion TPS

Manufacturing + new tech

3D-modeled glasses  Sung Useok, CEO of Breezm

Responsible footwear  Gye Hyoseok, CEO of LAR

Old tech, new value  Park Cheolseong, CEO of OLDPRESS

Half man, half machine  Choi Yeongho, CEO of Robot & Beyond

Manufacturing + support

It’s so you!  Atelier 440

Contribution | Urban Manufacturing would be Seoul's Future  An Chunsu

Column | Urban manufacturing in Seoul : communicate well and prosper  Park Kibeom
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Lee, with 30 years’ 

experience in the Eulji-ro 

lighting industry, and Yu 

of the BYMARS studio in 

Sweden, came together 

in 2017.

In our own light
CEO of AGO, Lee Ubok, 

and Designer of AGO, Yu Hwaseong

You were brought together by Seoul’s 

‘BY Eulji-ro’ project Yoo Hwaseong I was 

a furniture designer based in Sweden at the 

time, and I wished there were more Korean 

brands collaborating with independent 

studios like ours. Lee Ubok The Korean 

lighting market is largely dependent on 

imports. I always wanted to have my own 

designs but didn’t know how to go about it.

One of you worked in Eulji-ro, and the 

other out of Sweden. Did the difference 

in backgrounds make it difficult for you 

to work together? Lee Yes, we had very 

different ways of working. Things I was 

used to glossing over regarding product 

finishes and details were ‘unacceptable’ 

by designer’s standards. Yu We saw a lot 

of potentials as we negotiated our way 

through our differences. When we were 

working on the ‘BY Eulji-ro’ project, Lee 

was struggling because he didn’t have 

anything to ‘base things’ on. But he was 

open to suggestion and powered through, 

and without that effort, ‘AGO’ would have 

Designer Yu Hwaseong (left) and CEO Lee Ubok (right) of AGO
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never been born.

Yu Creating  Korean design originality 

was the first aim of AGO. We first 

launched in Paris, and the European 

audience told us we were the first 

brand of our kind from Korea. The aim 

of AGO is to put Korea lighting on the 

world map.

You were the first original brand to 

launch in a market dominated by 

copies. Lee Many people, especially 

designers, thank us for making the 

brand. We could tell they had long 

wanted to see a brand like ours come 

along. I just wish we had known 

earlier. Yu The Korean lighting market 

is dominated by imports. The thing 

is, there is a limit to how reasonably 

imports can be priced. AGO is about 

supplying products whose design is 

on par with that of exports but whose 

prices are much more reasonable. 

Over the space of two years, AGO 

has launched eight collections. 

That’s quite a few for a new brand. 

Yu Having a large number of collections 

allows us to corner more consumer 

categories. Although we can’t cater 

to all tastes, we can make products 

manufacturing in Seoul need to 

take? Lee Before, I’d had a measure 

of confidence in Seoul’s manufacturing 

sector. But researching the market for 

AGO I found that a lot of the structure 

had collapsed over the decades of 

reliance on the Chinese market. 

People’s weren’t trying anything new, 

business declined as a result, and 

then they just left. This was the case 

throughout the Korean lighting industry, 

and not just Eulji-ro. AGO might change 

that. We need more brands like ours 

to bring change to the market. That 

change won’t happen overnight, but 

every bit will count. Yu It might seem 

manufacturing in Seoul is all charm 

and fun, but while there are tons 

of interesting stories to be told, the 

industry is rather ‘museum-like’. Many 

sectors haven’t made the transition 

to the new generation yet, and there 

are still work equipment and facilities 

dating back to the 70s or 80s. In some 

cases, workshops have ground to a 

halt not because they don’t have the 

technicians or techniques but because 

their ventilation system doesn’t work. 

There’s a lot of cleaning up to do.

to please consumers of various age 

groups from various backgrounds. Each 

collection is designed to have unique 

characteristics and expandability. Most 

have more than one functionality, 

doubling as pendants and stands, for 

instance. Our current lineup spans 8 

collections and 28 models.

Your collaboration partners hail 

from various countries: a total of 6 

countries, including Korea, Sweden, 

Switzerland, etc. Yu AGO has in-

house designers, but instead of doing 

our designs internally, we partner 

with independent design studios. 

This is what happens with a lot of 

overseas brands, and allows them to 

keep pace with market diversification 

and changes in consumer tastes. 

Insistence on doing things in-house too 

often leads to stagnancy. Personally, I 

believe building a favorable reputation 

overseas is key to the brand. The 

domestic market isn’t yet firmly 

established enough to accommodate 

its own lighting brands, but in Europe, 

where there are hundreds already, we 

can get a more accurate assessment 

of how we measure up.

What do you try to embody in AGO 

products? Yu AGO’s product is a record 

of the present for posterity. We’d like 

our lighting to be a representation 

of the way we live today, rather than 

set and lead trends. Articles that 

accompany the everyday lives of 

people and capture the mode of living 

in contemporary times. Lee Instead of 

catching on quick and dying out just as 

fast, we want our products to become 

fixtures in people’s lives. Copies will 

see a year, maybe two, of action before 

the trend dies out, but well-made 

originals will keep selling for decades.

What progressive directions does 

BALLOON NOVA

There are two types of BALLOON: pendant lights and table lights
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Different backgrounds and a generational gap make this 

collaboration shine. Their ‘T Lamp’ is a creation that will keep the 

shine of Eulji-ro lighting manufacturing industry alive.

Keeping 
Eulji-ro bright
Kim Kihwa, CEO of FARO lighting 

and Yun Ilseop, Designer of 

Isy Design Studio

The ‘T Lamp’ is a small T-shaped table 

lamp housing a battery for wireless 

cellphone charging. Introduced at the 

DDP Design Fair for Small Merchants 

last year, the product incorporates 

the convenience of function in a 

modern design to suit the tastes of 

single-person households and young 

consumers. It is the brainchild of the 

contemporary sensibilities of Designer 

Yun Ilsub from Isy Design Studio and 

Ms. Kim Gihwa of Faro Lighting who 

is a veteran of the Eulji-ro lighting 

industry.

Kim’s Faro Lighting is one of Eulji-

ro’s largest lighting companies, 

with all of its production and sales 

operations taking place within the 

neighborhood. “We already have 

plenty of manufacturing shops in 

Eulji-ro. We can supply immediately 

to meet demand, and accommodate 

any customer demands. What is most 

important is how we work together.”

The lighting businesses of Eulji-ro

 previously lacked the capacity to 

design their own product and resorted 

to making copies of models from 

countries with advanced furniture 

industries, like Italy. The entire market 

was soon inundated by copies. 

Starting her own brand, Ms. Kim 

wanted to create new and unique 

products. Then designer Yun Ilsub of 

Isy Design Studio came along. 

Kim is a well-connected veteran 

of Eulji-ro, and Yun is a foreign-

trained designer with a career that 

spans projects in diverse fields from 

electronics to furniture. The difference 

in backgrounds makes for unexpected 

synergistic effects, like pieces of a 

puzzle coming together. Kim draws 

on her thirty years of experience to 

manage production and distribution, 

while Yun is in charge of ideas and 

design. Kim confesses she thought 

the collaboration was just about well-

designed lamps, and never imagined 

they would be adding innovative 

features like wireless charging.

Yun says he’s just doing his part. “It’s 

a lamp, a wireless charger for your 

phone, a tray for small articles, and a 

piece of furniture at the same time. 

Conventional lighting plus a bit of 

contemporary tech.” 

The two are starting small, focusing 

Designer Yun Ilseop of Isy Design Studio (left) 

and CEO Kim Kihwa of Faro Lighting (right)
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on getting the task at hand right; 

they’ve put off launching a new 

brand right away, and are focusing on 

perfecting the T Lamp. They are also 

looking to innovate the way lighting 

is sold. “ The ways products are sold 

are diversifying. Social media makes it 

easy to introduce individual products 

to consumers, and on crowdfunding, 

it’s the function  and nature of the 

product, not the brand, that they 

emphasize. 

It’s been a while since Eulji-ro 

became 'Hipji-ro' with all its trendy 

and hip shops. But these cafes and 

restaurants aren’t what put the ‘hip’ 

in 'Hipji-ro'. Manufacturing is what 

Eulji-ro has always been about, and 

Kim believes manufacturing should 

be what the district defines itself in 

the future. “The restaurant business 

is trending now, but trends come and 

go. What has kept Eulji-ro alive until 

now is manufacturing? We need to 

find and build on potential there. 

Hipjiro was born when the young 

generation entered industry and 

neighborhood that has been around, 

and the T Lamp was created through 

an intergenerational collaboration 

between manufacturer and designer. 

It’s partnerships like this that Eulji-ro 

needs to stay alight.U
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Father Lee Chunseong hands down his know-how 

as son Lee Seungwoo hones his craft. As they 

work their metal to a perfect shine, the father-son 

relationship grows.

CEO Lee Chunseong of 

Chunwoo Engineering, and 

General Manager 

Lee Seungwoo(Son) of 

Chunwoo Engineering

It’s quite the career you’ve had. 

Lee Chunseong I went to a technical 

high school where I was taught by 

technicians who had completed two-

year ‘meister’ training programs 

in Germany. We learned using 

equipment imported directly from 

Germany, learning exactly how the 

German masters did it. I graduated 

at the top of my class, and got to 

work in industry instead of active 

military service. This is when I learned 

how to design molds. I then trained 

at a vocational training instructor 

school and had a career in vocational 

training. I have also worked for large 

corporations as well as small and 

medium enterprises.

Your son takes after you in that 

regard. Business administration 

major, office worker, then 

restaurateur, now this. Lee 

Seungwoo I was doing process 

management at a precision gauge 

manufacturer. The work involved a lot 

of automotive parts-related products 

and was quite closely associated with 

the work I am doing now. Then I left 

that behind, explored some other 

areas, and joined my father’s shop in 

my mid-30s.

Working under your own father 

must not have been an easy 

decision to make. Father It was my 

idea. I was getting old and the work 

was getting physically challenging. 

My son had helped out before on 

weekends or on nights when there 

was a lot to be done, so one day I 

had him come down to the shop and 

formally assist. He was a lot better 

at it than I expected. Once he came 

aboard, I drew on my experience 

in vocational training to teach him 

properly. Not as my son, but as a 

student.

Learning from your father must 

have made things harder. Son Well, 

the work itself is very demanding, to 

begin with, and the sheer volume can 

be overwhelming. At times the work 

can be dangerous and complicated, 

and jobs like that put us both on edge.

There’s flat metal in all of your 

machines. Father You have cylindrical 

grinding, surface grinding, and angle 

grinding. We do surface grinding 

exclusively. We take rough milled or 

lathed product and grind it to precise 

specifications and shapes to produce 

the final product.

So precision determines quality. 

Which is your primary area of 

emphasis? Father The standards of 

precision we deal with are far beyond 

just ‘precise’. Much of our business 

are from gauges for inspecting 

automotive parts, so naturally accuracy 

and precision of gauge components 

is most crucial. Son It might seem 

like the machines do most of the 

work, but working alongside him one 

appreciates the combination of theory 

and practical skill my father has. In 

addition to the level of precision 

of the machinery, the level of skill, 

workmanship, and experience in the 

operator are important in determining 

the quality of a grinding job. Some U
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jobs will be daunting at first, but the 

personal rewards when you finally 

finish are immense.

How would you rate your son 

in terms of skills? Father He has 

around six years of experience now. 

What is important in the trade is how 

well your ‘fingertips’ work. Grinding 

is a field where little automation has 

taken place, and the human touch is 

all the more important. Those who 

have that special touch have a very 

bright future. A meticulous personality 

is also important since any distraction 

can cause defects. And you fully 

respect your father’s ways. Son 

Without question. My techniques and 

ways can sometimes be faster, though, 

especially in handling large equipment. 

I still lack my father’s know-how in 

minimizing defect rates by planning 

ahead for any contingencies that might 

occur in the working process. Father 

'Quality, prices, and meeting deadlines' 

are the three pillars of manufacturing. 

All of our clients have given us 

business for more than two decades. 

They have the confidence that we will 

never let them down in these three 

areas, which is why our relationships 

have endured.

The work so hands-on and difficult 

must make your son’s succession 

of the family business all the more 

meaningful. Father Keeping family 

businesses alive helps a country’s 

industries and technologies grow. 

But while many restaurants will be 

such a technological powerhouse is its 

‘chimney industries’, I believe. My wife 

still wants to see our son doing easier, 

less physically demanding work, but the 

age when everybody wanted to be a 

white-collar worker has passed. Being 

named ‘Master Small Manufacturer’ has 

made me think deep and hard about 

the matter. I would like to seize any 

opportunity that comes along to assist 

people who want to become small 

manufacturers. Son In my 30s, I would 

joke that once all the baby boomers had 

retired, manufacturing would be short 

on labor and people like myself would be 

in demand. We small manufacturers are 

the core and foundation of the national 

industry. Being a small manufacturer 

calls for technical competency and 

diligence. But one should also retain a 

healthy amount of self-confidence and 

esteem. 
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carried on across two, even three 

generations, in this line of work, a 

business run across generations is 

rare. I heard that family business 

succession rates are much higher 

in the likes of Germany and Japan. 

Son The Mullae Small Manufacturers 

Support Center runs a family business 

succession program. I enrolled in 

2018, and I met others like me taking 

over their family businesses. We help 

each other out, and to know that I’m 

not the only one is a huge morale 

booster.

What are your thoughts on 

the values and mission of 

manufacturing and small 

manufacturers? Father The driving 

force behind Germany’s becoming 
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When his son, decided to carry on 

the family’s handcrafted shoemaking 

business, dad didn’t stop him. Sweat and 

toil never let you down.

Father's 
know-how, 
son's sense
Seo Gyoseok, CEO of BASSO & 

Seo Myeongwon, CEO of PIED MARIE
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by working part-time at my father’s shop. 

Then I wanted to know more about the craft 

and wanted to one day make products that 

reflect my own sensibilities. So I told my 

parents I wanted to start formally training 

once I was done with college.” His mother 

was opposed to the idea since she knew 

how hard the life of a shoemaker can be, but 

she soon changed her mind seeing what an 

unrelenting learner her son was.

“Dad always told me that you can bank on 

sweat and toil. I understand that handcrafting 

shoes is a difficult profession, but I also know 

that the quality of your input is reflected in 

the outcomes. I find that to be the charm of 

manufacturing.” In addition to training under 

his own father, Seo Myeongwon also trained 

under other master shoemakers in the 

Seongsu-dong neighborhood.

“Shoes need to be comfortable, obviously, 

and they should also make the feet look 

beautiful. PIED MARIE is a handmade shoe 

brand that combines my know-how with my 

son’s design sense.” The first rule for PIED 

MARIE shoes is attention to details, even 

those hidden from sight, to make shoes 

that are comfortable and lasting. The design 

comes after that.

Son Seo Myeongwon is developing a 

greater appreciation for the art as the years 

pass. Father Seo Gyoseok says the notion 

that manufacturing is ‘3D’ (dirty, difficult, 

dangerous) is a major hurdle. “PIED MARIE 

shoes are made both by hand and by 

machine. Some of our shoes are all hand-cut 

and stitched, while others employ machinery. 

For example, by using machines to shape the 

front, we’re able to maintain constant quality. 

Smart factories will come to shoemaking 

as well. This will let us increase production 

and direct our attention to aspects that really 

require a human touch.”

He had watched his father work with shoes 

since he was young. His childhood memories 

are full of that characteristic workshop smell, 

and the atmosphere and energy in which his 

father and his colleagues engaged in their 

craft.

Mr. Seo Gyoseok runs the handmade shoe 

workshop ‘Basso,’ an established business in 

Seongsu-dong. Son Seo Myeongwon, who 

learned his craft from his father, opened the 

shop ‘PIED MARIE’ next to the workshop. 

The shoes are sold both online and offline. “As 

a college student, I would earn my allowance U
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It began with the question of how 

to bring new up-and-coming fashion 

designers to the seamsters and 

seamstresses who have kept the 

Korean sewing industry alive in 

Changsin-dong. “Dongdaemun 

Fashion Town and the sewing alleys of 

Changsin-dong needed a space where 

designers and technicians can work 

together. Who knows? They could 

find the perfect partner and exchange 

inspiration. The synergistic effects could 

be enormous.”

Changshin Azit is a shared office and 

workshop operated by real estate 

development startup Shareone 

Properties, based on an idea devised 

by CEO Lee Sanguk who studied urban 

planning at the Seoul National University 

Graduate School of Environmental 

Studies. “Spaces interest me, and 

studying them is a habit. It was around 

2015 that the potential of Dongdaemun 

caught my attention: this was a 

space where everything from textile 

production to clothing wholesale and 

retail happened within a 10 km radius. 

The expectation was that connecting 

the various professionals based in 

Dongdaemun would do great things for 

the apparel industry.”

Designers can rent out a private 

partitioned space for 200 to 300,000 

Won a month, with access to work 

tables and commercial-grade ironing 

equipment where tenants can test 

their samples. “The seamsters and 

seamstresses here in their 40s to 50s 

are working with fashion designers in 

their 20s and 30s. On the ground floor, 

we have a common space with a bunch 

of sewing machines, and individual 

workspaces for designers. On the first 

floor is a small factory where we have 

a number of sewing operators working. 

Above that, we have a tea house and a 

craft beer pub where our tenants can 

brainstorm their next project or take 

breaks in between.”

Changsin-dong is a hinterland production 

base that has powered the growth and 

flourishing of the Dongdaemun fashion 

district. Skilled sewing operators could 

use novel designs of young sensibilities, 

and new-generation designers need 

to partner with veterans to discover 

the environments where the clothes 

they design are made and the know-

how with which they are produced. 

Changshin Azit has finally brought them 

together. It's a start; hopefully, the 

outcome will be a happy ending for all 

involved.

Changshin Azit is a shared office designed for 

collaboration between Changsin-dong’s new-

generation fashion designers and its master 

seamsters and seamstresses.

Bridging the divide 
Lee Sanguk, CEO of Changshin Azit
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You run two companies: Emotion 

TPS and Pera Solution. There’s also a 

third: the Hanultari Cooperative of small 

printing, coating, and binding shops. 

Emotion TPS was established in 2004,  

and the printing company grosses around 

3 billion Won a year. Pera Solution is an IT 

company that develops B2B systems for 

automation of the printing process.

Emotion TPS is already a large 

company. Why did you get yourself 

into printing platform development? 

Before printing, I was in precious gems 

where I also developed automation 

systems. It was right after the Asian 

Financial Crisis that I entered the printing 

industry, at a point when printing and 

IT were just starting to get acquainted. 

Companies that adopted computerization 

and online order grew explosively, 

and this growth is still continuing. But 

that’s only 10% of the market and the 

remaining 90% of printers needed to 

find another way.

Emotion TPS uses the system you 

developed. It’s called Boxable CV30 and 

was inspired by ERP systems. It provides 

real-time monitoring of the manufacturing 

process and automatically calculates 

optimized costs. The printing industry 

lags behind most in terms of workforce 

productivity, and harnessing innovative 

smart systems is crucial in order to 

stimulate the printing industry. 

What is the core technology of 

the system? The biggest challenge 

was dividing the printing process into 

steps and categorizing the countless 

conditions that apply to each step. When 

customers’ requests and choices for each 

condition are entered into the system, 

the unit cost is calculated automatically. 

This might sound simple, but there 

are several conditions for each step, 

and different process condition choices 

result in entirely different processes. We 

drew on the know-how of the seasoned 

professionals at the small printing shops 

in the area, but standardization was time-

consuming as each shop and each printer 

has slightly different practices. Updates 

are still ongoing.

What are the advantages of using 

Pera Solution’s platform? Small 

printers take a long time to calculate 

estimates for client orders since they 

need to contact all of the vendors and 

subcontractors they work with. The 

system by Pera Solution reduces this 

time substantially; when the customer’s 

requirements are entered into the 

system, the system finds shops able to 

deliver by the deadline. Ultimately, this 

allows for increased capacity utilization 

rate on the part of print shops, which 

lowers unit costs and makes them more 

competitive. We intend to develop a 

platform for use by small printers at a 

cost of around 50,000 Won a month.

It couldn’t have been easy bringing 

IT into printing. Yes, but it’s an aging 

industry, which makes adoption of IT 

Kim Jaetaek, CEO of emotion TPS has 

long been at the forefront of printing’s 

transition to a quaternary industry, 

developing a standardized platform for 

the printing process. 

May the fourth 
be with you
Kim Jaetaek, CEO of emotion TPS

crucial. That said, while many shop 

owners recognize the need, some don’t 

have staff who know how to use the 

technology. What’s for sure is, once 

shops use the system once, they keep 

using it. Less idle time for their expensive 

equipment is clearly a good thing.

What is necessary for the printing 

industry of Chungmu-ro to advance 

further? Big companies where they’re 

able to do everything in-house are 

continuing to grow. For small shops, 

it’s crucial that shops representing all 

steps of the printing process survive, 

since no step in printing can be left out. 

Platform development and running the 

Hanultari Cooperative both have the 

same goal: the survival of all shops, and 

close cooperation among them. Before, 

orders, estimates, and production were 

all done manually, meaning if you just 

had decent machinery, you could survive. 

But things have changed today. Printing 

needs to become a quaternary industry 

harnessing automation, computerization, 

and AI in order to survive.
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Your in-store 3D scanning using 

your 'Face Ruler' tool is quite novel. 

We started with rudimentary scanning 

technology using a smartphone, and 

kept upgrading to end up with the 

current system. People have different 

face shapes, different distances 

between their pupils, ear height 

and face width, etc. and all of these 

need to be measured and analyzed 

precisely. We use 3D scanning to 

collect all of this data and 3D-model a 

design optimized for the customer’s 

face, then 3D print it.

On the opposite end of the 

spectrum are 100% handmade 

glasses. Inevitably, there are limits to 

how precisely you can measure the 

customer’s face using analog tools 

and methods. Breezm has fully digital 

ordering and production processes, 

allowing us to make the exact same 

pair of glasses over and over for the 

same customer. Even if you happen to 

lose your glasses, we have your exact 

measurements on file to provide a 

perfectly identical replacement.

Do you use 3D printing to make 

the whole frame? There are two 

major parts to a pair of glasses: the 

front and the temples, which are the 

Where did you get the idea of using 

3D technology to make glasses? 

We started Breezm in May 2017. I had 

been running a 3D printing business 

since 2015 and had been fiddling 

with a few prototype glasses when I 

met Mr. Park Hyeongjin. We started 

talking, and the idea of using 3D 

printing to make glasses came up.  

We worked from there.

Sung Useok, 

CEO of Breezm

Breezm eyewear is made with 3D 

customized modeling, combining 

state-of-the-art manufacturing 

tech with a customer-oriented 

service mindset.

parts you rest on your ears. We use 

3D printing to make the front. The 

powder 3D printing method is used, 

depositing fine powder according to 

the 3D-modeled design.

It sounds simple enough. What’s 

difficult is the post-processing that 

comes after 3D printing. Fronts made 

using 3D printing have very rough 

surfaces, calling for a smoothening 

and polishing  process. This is followed 

by dyeing with the customer’s choice 

of color.

There’s an optician on almost on 

every block. Yes, but there are still 

only around seven countries in the 

world capable of producing a full 

set of glasses: Korea, China, Japan, 

Italy, France, Denmark, and Germany. 

Glasses seem deceivingly simple, but 

are a collection of tiny components 

and can only be produced if a country 

has a cluster of related industries. 

What makes Breezm stand out is that 

here, we produce everything in-house 

without the need for such a cluster. 

That must come with benefits 

for high-variety low-volume 

production. Yes. Mass-produced 

models need a volume of at least 

500 to 1,000 to be viable. At Breezm, U
R

B
A

N
 M

A
N

U
F

A
C

T
U

R
IN

G
 IN

 S
E

O
U

L
 T

O
M

O
R

R
O

W



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E
13

8

13
9

trial and error. First, we thought 3D 

printed glasses were a no-brainer, 

but then we found we needed 3D 

scanners and space for contact with 

customers. That’s how we came to 

open a store. There were almost no 

sales the first year; just test after test 

after test, and opening and closing 

the occasional pop-up store. Then last 

year and this year we’ve opened a 

number of new stores and received 

new investment, starting growth in 

earnest.

Your business spans manufacturing 

and the service sector. Why do your 

staff call each other by their English 

names? It’s just our culture. Here, 

I’m just ‘Will’, not President & CEO 

Seong. Nobody calls me sir, and we’re 

all on a first-name basis regardless 

of age or position. That way we can 

talk to each other more candidly and 

comfortably.

What is the role of state-of-the-

art technology in manufacturing? 

Cutting-edge tech combines with 

manufacturing to boost creativity 

and create future value. It’s all about 

harmonizing conventional art with 

future tech.

That is to say, the traditional values 

kept alive by small manufacturers 

are important, yes? The ways 

conventional small manufacturers 

went about business have definite 

pros and cons. By grafting state-

of-the-art technologies, we could 

discover new ideas and also improve 

productivity. The key to doing so is 

conversation and exchanges among 

people from various backgrounds. 

Without that, Breezm wouldn’t have 

been a thing. 

though, we custom-make each piece 

according to customer measurements 

made at our store. 

But you also have semi-

customizable products. Yes. Our 

semi-customizable models come in 

a range of sizes and have variable 

temple length, and customers can 

choose from five of our most popular 

colors. 

3D technology has to have its 

limitations, though. There are some 

shortcomings, definitely. It comes 

down to personal preferences: some 

like a relaxing fit while others want 

their glasses to sit tight. We try to 

figure these things out by interviewing 

the customer during the scanning 

process, and if anyone isn’t satisfied, 

we’ll do things over until they are.

You have a number of collaborations 

going, too. Our limited-edition 

‘DAVID’ eyewear was inspired by 

David Hockney and was launched to 

commemorate the <David Hockney> 

exhibit at the Seoul Museum of 

Art last year. We also launched a 

model inspired by legendary Korean 

cartoonist Heo Youngman. We have 

four product designers at Breezm. We 

can have so many because whatever 

can be designed can be made.

There must have been a lot of 
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LAR is the face of manufacturing 

in the future: Business harnessing 

‘eco-friendly tech’ with a firm 

commitment to ‘social value’. 

Responsible 
footwear
Gye Hyoseok, 
CEO of LAR
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Business is about profits and seems 

poorly compatible with social value. 

Gye Hyoseok of shoe brand ‘LAR’ uses 

environmentally responsible materials 

in his footwear. Effecting positive 

change in the people who buy his 

product and the environment around 

them is his ultimate goal. 

Gye’s product planning, design, and 

production processes are geared 

toward both fashionableness and 

social value. The inspiration for 

environmentally friendly shoes came 

from an acquaintance who makes 

wallets out of recycled leather. The 

first model launched by LAR on 

crowdfunding was a runaway hit, 

as were the models that followed. 

There was definite potential for 

environmentally conscious footwear in 

the market; the true-to-basics design 

and eco-friendly concept of the shoes 

were found attractive by consumers.

“The crowdfunding indicated sufficient 

potential for the product, and I 

wanted to improve it. I also wanted 

to improve my capacity as a designer. 

Then I came across the ‘SMFA’ (Seoul 

Municipal Footwear Academy) program 

supported by the Seoul Metropolitan 

Government and became one of the 

lucky 16 that got to attend. There were 

a number of other support programs 

too; via some I received additional 

training, and one helped me find this 

office which is my workspace now.”

SMFA is a training program 

administered by the Seoul Metropolitan 

Government and Seoul Business 

Agency for young would-be-designers 

and MDs in the footwear industry. 

Fully government-subsidized, the 

program provides participants training 

in all aspects of shoemaking from 

design and manufacture to fashion 

merchandising.

“SMFA was a superb opportunity. 

For four full months, I learned the 

entire process behind a pair of shoes 

from the best masters in the craft. I 

learned the art again from scratch, and 

they gave me realistic advice on the 

potential of eco-friendly shoes. For 

example, they shared with me their 

know-how of laminating traditionally 

cork-based insoles with Thai-imported 

latex to make better running shoes.”

The program was a turning point. 

Using the knowledge and information 

the master craftsmen had shared 

with him, Gye set out to create new 

sneakers more suited to the Korean 

foot shape. “Our customers tell us 

our product is much lighter and more 

comfortable than footwear from 

conventional brands. Creating such a 

product wouldn’t have been possible if 

I hadn’t been trained by the best.”

LAR makes shoes using leather 

trimmings and scraps discarded by 

businesses using cow leather. The 

linings which come in direct contact 

with the feet are organically farmed 

cotton, and the insole is made with 

wood: specifically, natural cork bark 

which can be obtained without felling 

trees, laminated with natural latex 

containing 93% natural rubber tree sap. 

The packagings are environmentally 

conscious too: the packing paper is 

made with corn starch and mineral 

powder, which biodegrades within 3 

months when buried in the ground. 

“For each pair we sell, we donate 5,000 

Won in the name of the customer 

to an orphanage. Environmentally 

friendly shoe production, valuable 

consumption, and donations to further 

the interests of the children who are 

our future generation. This is our way 

of bringing about a brighter and more 

responsible future for manufacturing.”  U
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Old tech, 
new value

Park Cheolseong who runs the 'Design Corner Shop', called 'OLDPRESS', has 

been preparing for another printing future, without having any satisfaction.

ages and is still used in churches and 

schools. Risograph printing was a 

realistic solution we chanced upon 

while searching for a way to get 

ourselves into the manufacturing 

aspect. We weren’t a massive 

corporation, and couldn’t afford the 

multi-billion Won investments they 

could make into procuring equipment. 

We did some research into risograph 

printing, and less than a week later 

we had our first printer on our hands.

Risograph printing is associated 

with fluorescent prints, rough and 

uncoated paper, ‘kitsch’ posters, and 

independent publisher-style book 

covers. So what exactly is risograph 

printing? Images are created by 

punching holes into a blank plate, then 

soy ink is forced through the holes 

onto paper. ‘Riso’ is actually the name 

of a printer company. An advantage of 

the technique is that it allows small-

volume printing of special colors like 

gold or fluorescent color. We thought 

that adding our own interpretation to 

the conventional Risograph printing 

method would create an identity that 

suits the concept of 'Design Corner 

Shop' well.

Independent print shops and 

publishers are commonplace 

today, but not when you started. 

The ‘Chungmu-ro Printing School’ 

is an academy where visual 

artists' ‘creations’ are turned into 

‘productions’. We thought it might 

be nice to deliver a curriculum of 

You majored in design. What made 

you take up printing? My father ran 

a printing shop, and my older brother 

ran a design company. I was in visual 

media and animation, which is closely 

associated with printing. I started a 

printing agency in 2004; an agency 

here is a ‘coordinating and planning’ 

firm that operates without its own 

printing equipment, linking customers 

with the right shops to produce the 

output they want. Around 2013, with 

the advent of online platforms and 

increased smartphone penetration, 

it became much easier to connect 

manufacturers directly to customers.  

We had to get into manufacturing 

ourselves.

Is that why you adopted ‘risograph’ 

printing? We weren’t the first to 

introduce the technique to Korea. 

It’s been around in print shops for 
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Park Cheolseong, 

CEO of OLDPRESS
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printing techniques we considered 

attention-worthy through the school. 

Creators who enroll learn these new 

printing techniques and use them 

to bring their ideas into reality. The 

academy holds workshops in picture 

books, introduction to small books, 

and risograph printing, with the latter 

held almost weekly. When we started, 

we had 40 or so students enrolled in 

each class. You could say we were 

‘risograph evangelists’ of sorts. 

Most independent prints today 

use or mimic risograph printing. 

‘Independent’ has become almost 

synonymous with risograph  

printing, and it feels as though 

risograph printing just isn’t as 

unique anymore. When we started 

doing risograph prints, we expected it 

to catch on and stay popular for 3 to 

4 years, tops. The same goes for the 

letterpress. Watching my father run 

his print shop and my brother’s design 

company, I realized that clinging onto 

something that’s popular at a given 

moment for too long causes you to 

forfeit the opportunity to try out other 

models. We’re always thinking about 

the next direction: whether we're in 

bed or on the subway.

So what comes next? Risograph 

printing and the letterpress were 

always around, but it was the Design 

Corner Shop’s unique color that 

brought them back to the mainstream. 

Our upcoming models combine 

existing techniques with our identity. 

For instance, we’ve bought a 3D 

printer from Sewoon Plaza, and we’re 

thinking about combining 3D printing 

with letterpress technique or mixing 

silk-screening with risograph printing 

to produce new curriculums and 

printing methods.

Where does the inspiration come 

for the next step? For us, Chungmu-

ro is like Silicon Valley. It’s a cluster 

where we constantly challenge and 

stimulate each other and a place 

where everything we need in the 

physical aspect is readily at hand. 

All the key areas of Seoul’s Jung-

gu district can be reached within 

10 minutes by motorcycle here.  

Whatever it is that I need, I can 

get it right away at Namdaemun, 

Dongdaemun, Bangsan Market, Eulji-

ro, or Sewoon Plaza. We scour the 

online world as well, to augment the 

powerful offline sources of inspiration 

we have.

What is the role of Chungmu-

roin Seoul’s printing industry? The 

underground shops in this downtown 

district are always alive with the smell 

of ink and oil, churning out prints 

daily. Printing is a crossroads where 

culture, publishing, information, and 

mass media meet. Information being 

printed and disseminated from the 

heart of the city has made a sizable 

contribution to Seoul’s progress. 

While large-scale printing operations 

have migrated to Paju now, high-

variety low-volume jobs, printed media 

where fast dissemination is key, and 

the most creative print works will stay 

in Chungmu-ro. Print shops outside 

Seoul, like those in Paju, still depend 

on Chungmu-ro for these aspects.U
R

B
A

N
 M

A
N

U
F

A
C

T
U

R
IN

G
 IN

 S
E

O
U

L
 T

O
M

O
R

R
O

W

W
ri

te
r  

Le
e 

E
un

bi
n 

 P
h

o
to

g
ra

p
h

er
 J

an
g 

E
un

ju



S
E

O
U

L
M

A
D

E
14

8

14
9

‘Robot & Beyond’ doesn’t make 

robots. Rather, they teach you how 

to use them. “We haven’t officially 

launched the business just yet. In July 

this year, our ‘demo factory’ featuring 

robot sewing technology will be 

opening in Dongdaemun. But a lot of 

potential customers are already calling 

us with inquiries. They want robots 

to fry their chicken and package their 

jokbal (braised pig’s trotters). 

The first area to which Choi decided to 

graft smart robot solutions is sewing, 

a particularly ‘manually’ demanding 

field that involves intricate handiwork. 

For Choi, ‘sewing’ was the proverbial 

Everest which had to be surmounted 

if smart robot solutions were to be 

applied throughout manufacturing. He 

was convinced that if they worked in 

the sewing industry, robot solutions 

could solve problems in other 

manufacturing sectors as well. 

Choi first investigated where the 

sewing market currently stands. 

He scoured the sewing factories 

around Suyu-ri, and spent a month 

out in the field experiencing sewing 

processes firsthand. What he found 

was factories short-staffed by aging 

workers toiling in environments that 

left a lot to be desired. Maintaining 

the Korean sewing market and 

making it competitive again would 

require solutions appropriate to 

the small workshop. “The 6-axis 

articulated robot arm is our universal 

robot solution. It can closely mimic 

the movements of a human arm, 

making it suitable for use in sewing 

processes, among many others.”

Robot & Beyond’s first foray into 

seamster is sewing jeans together. 

Half of the work currently done by 

humans can be done just as well 

by robots. “Simple labor is tedious 

work for people, and that’s where 

robots come in. And as with other 

collaborative robots, skilled human 

I met an entrepreneur who has a 

conviction that he can solve the problems 

of the manufacturing industry in Seoul 

with a 'Smart Robot Solution'.

Half man, half 
machine
Choi Yeongho, 

CEO of Robot & Beyond

factories staffed half by people, and 

half by robots. He is confident that 

even with less ‘manpower’ per se, it 

is possible to achieve manufacturing 

growth.

“We have plenty of factories already, 

just not enough manpower to run 

them. When people think ‘automated 

robot’, they think of these massive 

machines. But smart robot solutions 

use the existing machinery – sewing 

machines, for instance – and add 

technicians remain in charge of the 

more complicated tasks. Even when  

people go home for the night, the 

robots keep going. The technicians 

can come back in the morning and 

pick up where the robots leave 

off. And we don’t need engineers 

constantly manning the robots either; 

IoT sensors remotely monitor and 

keep them running smoothly.”

Another value of smart robot solutions 

according to Robot & Beyond is 

that these robots can be reused. 

If a sewing factory closes up and 

the robots fall into disuse, they can 

be taken to another factory and 

programmed with a new algorithm. 

Choi insists that without a foundation 

of manufacturing, a country can’t be 

competitive in any other area. Korean 

factories are short-staffed, with the 

existing workers getting old and the 

new generation avoiding factory 

labor. His proposition is to have these W
ri

te
r  

S
in

 E
un

je
on

g 
P

h
o

to
g

ra
p

h
er

 L
ee

 S
eu

ng
bo

k

U
R

B
A

N
 M

A
N

U
F

A
C

T
U

R
IN

G
 IN

 S
E

O
U

L
 T

O
M

O
R

R
O

W

robots to work them. That’s the 

advantage of smart robot solutions.”

The name Robot & Beyond makes 

it pretty obvious where this startup 

is headed. Choi and his robots are 

at the vanguard of the fight to keep 

manufacturing alive. 
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a joint infrastructure development 

project for small urban manufacturers 

to help manage increasing orders for 

fashion goods from Dongdaemun, 

fashion exhibits in and outside Korea, 

and overseas sales. Small apparel 

manufacturers can expect overseas 

marketing support and assistance in 

boosting real sales through on- and off-

line distribution channels in the country.

There is an aggressive social media 

publicity effort ongoing for Atelier 440. 

Special coat, alpaca, and mustang jacket 

promotions through live shopping platform 

applications have been well-received, 

and a website that doubles as an online 

shopping mall has also been opened. 

Fashion influencers have also been 

mobilized in the publicity effort, creating 

a buzz among the younger generations. 

One highly anticipated project will bring 

together fashion designers and the 

master seamster/seamstresses in the 

area; their collaborations are expected 

to give birth to many a masterpiece, 

marrying excellent young designs with 

the skills the masters have honed over 

decades. On the consumer side, it will 

mean many ‘deals of a lifetime’. Any way 

you look at it, Atelier 440 is a win-win for 

producer and consumer.

What the consumer wants is ‘inexpensive, 

high-quality clothes’. But the reality is, 

high quality comes at a price, and cheap 

clothes are cheap for a reason. A ‘good’ 

store has opened in Geumcheon-dong 

of Guro-gu to fix that. ‘Atelier 440’ is 

a fashion store made possible by the 

fashion distribution support program 

of the Seoul Business Agency, and 

is operated in conjunction with the 

Geumcheon-gu District Office as part of 

the Ministry of SMEs and Startups’ ‘Small 

Urban Manufacturers’ District Program’.

Atelier 440 is supremely accessible, 

located on the ground floor of a building 

bordering a thoroughfare near Nammun 

Market. The generously-sized 560m2  

store is finished with white tones, 

with the clothes on display spaced out 

for convenient viewing. Hundreds of 

quality clothes, bags, and accessories 

from 18 companies representing the 

master seamstresses and seamsters of 

Geumcheon-gu district are on display, 

targeting the broad range of customers 

who visit the store ranging from their 20s 

to their 70s.

The makers are able to showcase 

their product in a space free of rent 

or commissions, and consumers 

get a chance to encounter ‘true-to-

basics’ apparel from hidden masters at 

reasonable prices.

There is a story to Atelier 440’s location. 

The sewing establishments in the 

southwest of Seoul have relatively larger 

shops and relatively more up-to-date 

equipment, giving them an advantage 

in mass-producing high-quality apparel. 

Geumcheon-gu district was named a 

small urban manufacturers’ district by 

the Ministry of SMEs and Startups, 

and Atelier 440 represents part of 

Seamsters and seamstresses get a shop in which 

to showcase their skill, and consumers get a 

comfortable space in which to purchase apparel 

from local craftsmen at reasonable prices. 

It’s so you!
Atelier 440
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Urban manufacturing in Seoul is set to 

take its principal-agent as a principal 

agent of the Quaternary Industrial 

Revolution.

Urban Manufacturing
would be Seoul's Future

The Seoul Metropolitan Government 

recently announced plans to develop 

the area around the Gyeongin-ro 

thoroughfare of Youngdeungpo-gu 

(district) as the economic center of 

southwest Seoul. Under the vision, 

49.9 billion Won will be committed 

through 2023 to regenerate the 

machinery and metal-working 

urban centers and make Gyeongin-

ro a vibrant center for urban 

manufacturing, culture, and the arts. 

Seoul’s urban regeneration programs 

to date have centered on arts, culture, 

and urban redevelopment, and the 

newly announced initiative signals 

an evolution into urban regeneration 

based on local economies and 

centering on urban manufacturing.

Urban manufacturing is closely linked 

with the everyday lives of the people. 

Manufacturing creates commercial 

districts and jobs and lays the 

groundwork for the progress of the 

urban economy. 

Urban manufacturing, represented by 

the ‘famous five’ of Seoul – Sewing 

in Changsin-dong, printing in Eulji-ro, 

the shoemakers of Seongsu-dong, 

Jewelry in Jongno, and the machining 

shops and iron foundries of Mullae-

dong – was what made the ‘Miracle 

on the Han’ possible. These are the 

silent and enduring roots of Seoul’s 

The future urban manufacturing I 

would like to see take root in Seoul is 

about state-of-the-art manufacturing 

environments harnessing smart 

technology, AI and the Internet of 

Things, and environmentally friendly 

spaces open to exchanges with the 

people of the city. Whilst preserving 

and promoting the technical know-

how, flexibility, creativity, innovation, 

and enterprising spirit robots or AI will 

never be able to supplant, advances 

need to be made in automating the 

simple, unskilled, and repetitive tasks 

involved through digital and smart 

tech. Better communication with 

customers and consumers, and real-

time, customized, and individualized 

production will turn Seoul’s urban 

manufacturers into principal agents of 

the Quaternary Industrial Revolution.

The urban manufacturing scene in 

Seoul must span the generations. I 

imagine community spaces where 

veteran craftsmen and the new 

generation can sit down for coffee 

and discourse, and where up-and-

comers can see and acquire the tried 

and tested techniques of established 

masters.    

industrial economy, which have 

safeguarded and constantly developed 

their technical know-how over the 

decades. They are the driving force by 

which Korea’s economic growth was 

achieved.

But then large corporations expanded 

their footprint, and the focus of 

government support shifted to the 

service sector, marginalizing urban 

manufacturing. The sector began 

declining, with the dishonorable titles 

of ‘3D (dirty, difficult and dangerous)’ 

and  ‘declining industry’. Our image 

of manufacturing in the city became 

that of small shops struggling to stay 

afloat. If this trend continues, then 

manpower shortages, aging, and 

inhospitable working environments 

will cause the craftsmanship 

perfected over the years by Seoulite 

urban manufacturers to die out. This 

will result in basic manufacturing 

to collapse from the bottom up and 

cripple the economic and industrial 

ecosystem of the city. Accordingly, 

the central government and Seoul 

urgently need to draw a blueprint for 

future urban manufacturing, fostering 

manufacturing in the city to breathe 

vitality into the metropolis and 

make Seoul more competitive, and 

establishing a virtuous cycle for the 

Seoulite industrial ecosystem.
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Everyone is rooting for Seoul’s 

manufacturers. But is success feasible? 

If yes, then how? 

Urban manufacturing 
in Seoul : communicate 
well and prosper

Responding to external change 

necessitates internal change, and 

Seoul’s manufacturers need to remind 

themselves of this.

In the footwear industry, the tried 

tested and respected ways and 

unspoken rules by which the industry’s 

master shoemakers go about their 

craft too often stand in the way of 

change. The wisest way of both 

protecting manufacturing and making 

it compatible with the future is to 

communicate with and accommodate 

‘young blood’ and the various industry 

trends they would bring into the 

industry. 

Many of the novel and outrageous 

ideas that transform the world come 

from non-experts. In preparing for 

the future, then, manufacturing in 

Seoul should, without restrictions 

or prejudice, try out some of the 

outrageous propositions laid out 

before it. Instead of looking for 

solutions within the confines of 

manufacturing, better solutions could 

be created through customer-centric 

services or by building unprecedented 

business models. Many of us are 

worried that urban manufacturing in 

Seoul has a grim future. But by trying 

out new ideas, we just may be able to 

lift the cloud.

The author Park Kibeom is CEO of the footwear platform ‘Mansole’ in Seongsu-dong.  The platform links demand good handcrafted footwear with the master 

craftsmen who have the technique to create but are inept at sales and marketing. His grandfather founded one of Korea’s leading shoe brands, and his father has long 

operated a shoe factory. Park wishes to see the shoe manufacturing industry better prepare itself for the future by opening up to communication.

A number of years ago, Adidas started 

the ‘Speedfactory’, an amalgamation 

of quaternary industry technologies. 

However, last year, just four years 

later, the Speedfactory was shut 

down. There are various theories as 

to why this factory which draws on 

various state-of-the-art technologies 

to triple production efficiency had 

to be stopped so prematurely, but 

I think the problem had to do with 

‘communication’. 

The question is how to go about 

communicating. Until just a few years 

ago, the number of communication 

channels available was severely 

limited, dominated by broadcasting 

companies, the press, and media 

firms. Offline distribution powerhouses 

such as department stores also had 

a small number of communication 

channels. But platforms created 

by the latest IT technology 

have made direct manufacturer-

consumer communication possible. 

Manufacturers are now able to 

gather data on what it is the end 

consumer wants, and furnish products 

or services which provide value 

accordingly. 

the process influence the manufacture 

and production of real interior 

accessories.

The ‘platform’ is another method 

of bringing about paradigm shifts 

through the demands of end 

consumers. Defined simply, a platform 

is a ‘business based on enabling 

interaction between consumers and 

outside producers, thereby creating 

new value.’ It exists to bridge platform 

users having compatible and opposite 

needs to exchange goods, services, or 

social values, creating greater value on 

both sides. While the idea is simple, 

the platform is an innovative concept 

that thoroughly changes the ways the 

economy, society, and business work. 

The footwear industry is also greatly 

affected by platforms. Platforms 

link resources, materials, labor, and 

machinery to coordinate workflows, 

boosting efficiency, and accelerating 

the speed with which work processes 

can be learned. The platform has also 

made possible the newfound concept  

bringing producer and consumer 

together without the middleman. That 

platforms have is indicative that their 

impact will become even greater. 

This mode of communication 

is having a profound impact on 

changes in manufacturing too. 

‘Crowdfunding’ is a good example 

of on-demand production where 

consumer demand is identified prior 

to engaging in production. Wadiz 

is a distribution channel operated 

under the crowdfunding business 

model. Crowdfunding is akin to the 

‘group buying’ model we are familiar 

with, where consumers who want a 

certain product are identified before 

the product is made and supplied. 

Consumers gain access to products 

not available on conventional markets 

at a reasonable price, while suppliers 

can determine product response and 

demand before actual production. The 

model even provides them beforehand 

with the working capital needed for 

production activity. 

Another example is the smartphone 

application-based home deco service 

‘Oneul Jip’ (Today’s Home), servicing 

consumers with home interior-related 

content. Through users’ contents 

consumption patterns, consumer 

needs are identified and used for other 

curation, and the data accumulated in 
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Gonna buy
in Seoul
The products made by Seoul's urban 

manufacturing industry are so diverse 

and attractive.
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Colorful diamonds and gold bordering an artistic 

omega-eye design.

Omega Eye ring by Kang Garam's Jewelry Show

‘Miravo 4 Premium Light Brown’ by the custom 

footwear brand Mansole, made to order with your 

choice of color and material.

Miravo 4 by Mansole Collection

Lighting with a bold and pleasant silhouette. Comes 

in two styles: pendant and table-type.

Balloon by AGO

Lightweight(average 200g) and comfortable white 

sneakers made with 100% eco-friendly materials.

LAR EARTH by LAR

Small table lamp with integrated battery for 

wireless mobile phone charging.

T Lamp by Faro Lighting x  Isy Design Studio

Nutritious and alive with the characteristic nuttiness 

of sesame preserved through cold-toasting.

Black sesame oil by Queens Bucket 

A unisex denim jacket featuring a boxy style and 

comfortable fit.

Stripe denim jacket by Denim Lab

Two-stage rope and faceted design for easy wearing: 

comes in natural white and rose gold.

Millooner wedding ring by Gongbang.301

A perfectly square-framed pair of sunglasses made 

with 3D printing technology.

Square by Breezm
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A brilliantly colored square-toe pointed mule, realized 

with natural sheep’s leather and latex insole for 

comfortable wearing.

Open square-toe cushioned mule by PIED MARIE
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Custom sneakers by Ferker

The iconic Nike ‘Air Force One Low Para-Noise’  

customized with Ferker’s unique sensibilities.

Cloris by Rex Diamond

A diamond ring inspired by a flower motif. Simple 

flower-and-petal form viewed from the top, with 

voluptuous curves in profile.

Fresh sesame oil pouch by Queens Bucket

Fresh sesame oil in 5ml pouches for easy carrying 

and consumption.
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Loose-fit cardigan for light wearing between seasons, 

made using the seamless whole-garment technique. 

Available at Atelier 440.

Sleeved knit cardigan by HARRIAN

LP of the artist Crush’s second album, 

released in March 2020.

From Midnight to Sunrise 

by Machang Music & Pictures

Simple yet luxurious initialed bracelet, crafted with 

the customer’s choice of metal and initials.

Initialized custom bracelet  

by Kang Garam's Jewelry Show

A refreshing light ale. Clear, heavily gassed with 

gentle orange and pine notes.

Seongsu-dong Pale Ale 

by Amazing Brewing Company

A necklace from the Dot series by Rex Diamond’s gold 

brand ‘Soo&Jin Gold’. Balanced round gold patterns 

bordered by black enamel to give an antique air.

Dot necklace by Rex Diamond

Ceiling light inspired by the dramatic explosions of 

interstellar supernovae.

Nova by Ago

The Chromatic 5 product line from custom footwear 

brand Mansole. Fully customizable to your style.

Chromatic 5 by Mansole Collection

15
9

Elliptical lenses and a sharply angled bridge give 

these sunglasses an ‘owlish’ look.

Owl by Breezm

Sneakers in a variety of colors, all made with 

upcycled leather.

Classical sneakers by Leatherless



I decided this was 

what I wanted to do 

as my life's work when 

I first saw gold being 

smelted, hammered 

and filed. 

Master Craftsman 

of Precious Metal 

Processing, Kang Garam
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내가 제일 좋아하

좋아하는 건 내가 제일

서울 그 맛 좋아하는 건 

서울 그 맛좋아하 

We’ve gone about our 

business startup-style 

with quick investment 

and execution, instead 

of employing traditional 

manufacturing industry 

practices. We see our 

success as a natural result of 

this approach.

Kim Taekyeong, CEO of 

Amazing Brewing Company
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Solving manufacturing 

problems through consumer-

centric services and 

unprecedented business 

models. That might change the 

future of urban manufacturing 

in Seoul into a better bright 

future.

Park Kibeom, CEO of footwear 

platform 'Mansole'
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Creating Korean design 

originality is the first aim of 

AGO : to put Korea lighting 

on the world map.

Yu Hwaseong, Designer, AGO

Printing is by no means a dead-

end industry. If you think that 

about your own line of work, then 

there's no progress to be made.

Kim Seunghyeon, CEO of 

BOXMASTER
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How to subscribe
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