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Two years have passed since I arrived in the Korean city
of Daegu to work as a lecturer of Japanese language.
What has struck me most powerfully has been the speed
of change and reform in everything, everywhere, the
examples of which are endless. On the other hand, from
time to time I am caught by surprise by the appearance
of long-hidden vestiges of the past.

On the east side of the front of Daegu Station is an
entertainment district frequented by young people, but the
west side is an old district that has gone to seed; develop-
ment there has lagged behind and few people visit. As a
matter of fact, the area was developed as a “Japan town”
during the colonial era, and after Japanese withdrew in
1945, their buildings were used as workshops forming a
“machine tool town” in which the sidestreets were lined
with such cottage-industry workshops. The area flourished
greatly at the time of the Vietnam War. After the growth
boom receded in the 1990s, however, these workshops
went into decline and the area became run-down.

Lately, in the process of dismantling old abandoned
workshops, removal of slate walls and covering signage
has been revealing the wooden frameworks of Japanese-
style structures. The discovery has caught even local
people by surprise. These are literally the “vestiges” of
a time now more than 70 years past. While attempting
to hide the Japanese-style gable roofs and to cover over
all trace of the look and atmosphere of the colonial era,
people did in fact make use of these “vestiges” for all these
years—the “vestiges” they had hated so much.

Today some attempts are gradually being made, as part
of tourism projects, to renovate the structures and make
them into cafés or galleries —“Japanese-style” or “modern
Asian” style structures of a kind often found in Kyoto
these days. And yet I cannot help feeling disturbed and
uncomfortable with the idea of transforming these build-
ings into stylishly designed Kyoto-style cafés or thinking
to delight tourists with the charms of Japanese-style
architecture here. I wonder if we can work out some way
to preserve in our own time the scars of all those years of
covering over the memory of the pain of the colonial era,

while carrying on with the routine and pace of daily life.
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Wall showing traces of a former Japanese house
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Scenes like those I have observed in Daegu exactly
remind me of a one-line poem by a Korean resident of
Japan that goes “Mippl sareta mama no saigetsu ga
pakkuri to kano shiteiru” (Covered over by months and
years, the sore opens and festers). I cannot but think the
line aptly captures big cities like Daegu. In Japan, the
word “jukusei” (mellow) may seem to fit the result of
the passage of time, but here it would be more suitable
to describe the process not as one of “mellowing” but of
“festering.” It might be possible that even within Japan
many “festering” sores have lain hidden that I have not
noticed.

Right now, I sense that it might actually be these “sores
of urban memory” in Daegu that might attract tourists or

have universal appeal.
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Left: Abandoned Japanese house
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Japanese house of the colonial era used as a parts factory; photo taken in 2013. Today the building is a café.
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