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I n t r o d u c t io n

Research Issue

Today, Western cultural patterns dominate architectural 
theory. The "International Style" has crossed almost all 

cultural boundaries and has been overwhelmingly ac
cepted in developed and developing nations in both East 
and West.

Japan started Westernization after the Meiji Restoration 

(1867). Since then, Western culture has been a major 

force in influencing the character o f Japan in many areas 

including art and architecture.

1. Charles Jenks, "Isozaki's Paradoxical 
Cube", The Japan Architect, March 1976, 
p. 47.
2. Ibid.

After the World War II, Japanese architects started to 

seek a national identity and demanded more than an 

International Style. Time has witnessed the develop
ment, possibly Westernization o f contemporary Japa
nese architecture. In many ways it seems that Japan is 

more Western than the West, and the European architect 

looks at Japan as some kind o f environmental paradise 
where dreams actually get built while the dreamer is still 
having his nocturnal visions.1 "If you really want to 

study Americanization, then go to Japan". "If you want 

to see the late work of Le Corbusier study Tange or 

Maekawa; if  you want to see Archigram's Plug-in City, 

go to Expo 10".1
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Thus these issues arose:

- Is Japanese contemporary architecture destined to be 

International Style?
- Does Japanese architecture really express Japan's 

culture and tradition?
- Is it possible for non-Westem countries to express their 

national architectural identities at a time when Western 

culture is overwhelming ?

Research Goal

Japanese architects have been striving for a national 
identity in their own architecture. The purpose o f this 

report is to explore whether contemporary Japanese 

architects have retained and continued to develop cer

tain qualities o f traditional Japanese architecture, and 

how contemporary Japanese architects express their 
tradition.

This issue, which is the relation in architecture between 

modem (primary Western) and the traditional (primary 

native influence) is facing almost every non-Westem 
country in the world. It is the goal of this report to 

identify the many developing countries in which an 

architecture that expresses the national identity could be 

developed. It is also my hope that this report could serve 

as a reference for other developing countries to utilize in 

creating their own national architecture.

Research Methodology
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No attempt has been made to cover the history of 

Japanese architecture or present a complete analysis of 
contemporary Japanese architecture after World War II. 

It is important to note that Japanese contemporary 

architecture is a very complex entity. The architects and 

their works selected for this report do not represent the 

entire spectrum of contemporary Japanese architecture. 

They, on the contrary, represent a small fraction.

Traditionally, in Japan, the builder designed as well as 
constructed buildings. This dual function has, however, 

come to be performed by building firms. The top five 

construction companies are often referred to as Big Five, 

TakenakaKomuten, Shimiau, Ohbayashi Gumi.Taisei. 
They all undertake both design and construction. They 

control more than one-third of all construction in Japan. 
The modernization of the building industry has seen the 

consolidation of power into the hands of this group. The 

design projects from this group are often based on 

International Style and are not different from their 
Western counterparts.

Contemporary Japanese architecture is a kaleidoscope. 
This report focuses on typical architects who represent 
a trend which incorporates Japanese traditions in archi
tectural design. By analyzing traditional concepts and 

their modem design works, an attempt to link history 

with the present was made. It is necessary to have some 

basic knowledge o f Japanese culture and architecture in 

order to understand contemporary Japanese architecture 

because some architects incorporated Buddhist thought, 

Japanese aesthetics, Japanese mythologies, traditional 

architectural concepts and so forth in their design works, 
therefore, they are not straight forward expressions of
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function or some other rational considerations. The first 

three chapters will introduced some preliminary but 

essential knowledge o f Japan, its culture and its tradi

tional architecture.

Chapter 1 is basic geographic and climatic knowledge 

about Japan. These physical conditions shaped the na
ture of Japanese people and their culture.

Chapter 2 introduces major philosophical thoughts 

which have had great influence on Japanese culture and 

architecture.

Chapter 3 introduces traditional Japanese aesthetics, 
architecture and its distinguishing spatial characteristics 

which contemporary Japanese architects frequently 

quote.

Chapter 4 discusses representative architects, their de
sign philosophies, techniques, and typical works in 

creating Japanese architecture. Personal notes were added 
commenting on their strong and weak points, successes 

and failure.

Chapter 5 concludes that contemporary Japanese archi
tecture has retained and developed certain qualities of 

traditional Japanese culture and architecture.
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1

■ J  ■
i.i
Map o f Japan

Japan is a bow-shaped island country, lying between the 

24th and 46th parallel in the northern hemisphere along 

the extreme eastern end of the Asian continent It con

sists of four main and many small islands which extend 

from the north in the frigid zone to the south in the torrid 

zone. A mountain chain forms the back bone of the 

nation with the Pacific Ocean on its east side and Japan 

Sea on its west side. The Fuji Volcanic Chain, rising 

out of the Pacific Ocean, meets the mountain range
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along the backbone of the islands around the center of 
the archipelago, cutting the islands into two parts, north

eastern and southwestern, which have quite dissimilar 

climates.

This narrow archipelago is in a monsoon belt. Its climate 

is constantly affected by high pressure systems from the 

Pacific in summer and from Siberia in winter. As the 

archipelagoe extends from the sub-tropical to temperate 
zones, it is rich in seasonal changes. Winters are rela
tively mild and dry, and in March and April, the cherries 

bloom, from south to north announcing Spring. Then in 

June or July, a two or three weeks rainy season follows. 

After the rainy season comes the hot summer from south 

to north, with a mugginess derived from a temperate 

zone controlled by hot and humid Pacific high pressure 

systems. Late summer and early fall is also the typhoon 

season. Real fall begins after the typhoon, when rice 

fields are harvested, and the leaves on the mountainsides 

have turned their colors. Festivals celebrating fall are 

held throughout Japan. The climatic conditions have 

had great influence on the view o f life, way o f thinking, 

and consequently the architecture o f Japan.

Although it is called an island nation, perhaps Japan 

should be really called a mountain nation. The country 

is actually 80% mountains and covered by forest. The 

Japanese love nature. Nature has been the theme in their 
literature and fine arts. They describe their sentiments 

through the beauty of nature, symbolizing society through 

trees, plants, rivers and mountains and showing the 

current of history reflected in the changes o f seasons. 

They lived in sympathy with the natural environment. 

The traditional Japanese architecture has been of wood.
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Its deep eaves are to keep the summer sun and heavy rain 
out of the house; wide openings let in cool air in the 

summer and warm sunlight in the winter. The wooden 

post-and-beam structure is more elastic and capable of 

withstanding the shock o f earthquakes, which are fre
quent in the island country.

The geographical location, with the surrounding ocean 

being a natural barrier, protected Japan from foreign 

invasion until the latter half o f the last century. This 

unique location also allowed Japan to control its rela
tionship with other nations and accept foreign culture 

selectively. This is why the ancient culture and spiritual 
heritage has survived through the course of history. 
Today despite its advanced technology, high degree of 

industrialization, and Westernization, distinctive tradi

tional and cultural elements remain alive in almost all 

levels. Architecture is no exception.
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2.2
Fulami-ga-ura, paicd rocks

2.3
Miwayama mountain and Omiwa Shrine

MAJOR PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHTS

Traditional Japanese architecture was strongly influ

enced by the philosophical beliefs o f Japanese people. 

By exam ining the site selection, spatial organization, 

plan layout, the use o f material, and so on in traditional 

architecture, w e find inseparable links between the two. 

Even today, they still influence the Japanese way o f 

thinking, behaving, and living. Contem porary Japanese 

architects have been exploring ways to reinterpret their 

tradition in m odem  architectural practice. It is essential 

to understand those philosophical beliefs in order to 

understand contem porary Japanese architecture.

Shinto

Japanese culture is largely determined by two major 

philosophical thoughts: Shintoism  and Buddhism . 

Shintoism, "the W ay o f the Gods", is an indigenous 

Japanese religion and its origin dates back to prehistorical 

times while Buddhism was not "introduced" into the 

country. Rather than a religion, it is a form  o f Oriental 

anim ism  and Japanese mythology. Shintoists worship 

the natural deities called kami. Kam i is the spirits o f 

aw e-inspiring elem ents o f nature and the spirits were 

believed to dwell in practically every phenom enon o f
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nature, including such living things and nonliving things 

as the sun, star, mountains, trees, wind, and echoes, as 

well as in a particular locality.1 The Nachi Great Shrine 

o f W akayam a (2.1), for exam ple, reverences a great 

waterfall. A t Futam igaura, a cluster o f straw ropes, 

indicative o f  sacred places or shrines, tie together a pair 

o f rocks in the sea (2.2). For Shintoism, mountains, 

forest, rivers, trees, rocks, etc., are of much greater 

im portance than the various built facilities o f a shrine. 

The Omiwa Shrine o f  Nara (2.3), for exam ple, rever

ences the whole mountain behind it with the shrine 

serving as a symbol.

Shintoism is a practical view o f the world, without an 

absolute God and ruler over all, unlike some other 

religions. A sa religion o f practicality, original Shintoism 

is a com m on sense, it is "a fee lin g . . .  o f values found in 

daily life, rooted in Japan's clim ate and natural condi

tions. It is a practical view o f the world, w ithout any 

quality o f absolutism, built around th e .. .idea  o f respect 

for natural features, and the belief in a divine response 

to prayer in this world." 2

1. Botond Bognar, Contemporary Japa
nese Architecture. Van Nostrand Reinhold 
Company, Inc., New York, 1985, p. 14.
2. Takedo Nakajima, “Spatial Composi-. 
Uon oiT])cS\muc” Japan: C limate, Space 
and Concept - Process ArchitectureNo.25 
(1981), p.103.
3. Jean Herbert, Shinto: At the Fountain - 
head o f Japan. Allen and Unwin, Lon
don, 1967, p. 33.

Like other Oriental religions, Shinto does not have 

creed, dogma, o r a code o f ethics. It is an insistence "on 

maintenance and furthering o f harmony between all 

men, nature and the god heads, respectful consideration 

for everything that exists, a cult o f ancestors, a feeling 

o f secu rity . . .  and assurance in a world all o f one's kin, 

and also a spontaneous behavior fitting to a society in 

which the individual was only a link in the unending 

chains o f time and space. ”3

The worshipped im age o f Shinto were to be hidden from
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2.4
A comparison o f  
I sc Shrine (above) o f  Shinto 
Scale: 1/400 
and
Horyuji Tempo! (below) o f Buddhism 
Scale: 1/400

the viewer, only to be viewed symbolically in the im agi

nation. In contrast the Buddhist sculpture was placed in 

big halls where its devotee could find com fort and 

security in the presence o f  the image.

Shinto 's doctrine o f sim plicity has had profound influ

ence on almost every aspect o f Japanese life. Shinto art 

and architecture shows its striking sim plicity compared 

with those of Buddhism  (2.4), with Ise shrine being the 

typical example. The Zen idea o f sim plicity probably 

derived from this attitude.

Shintoism also had great im pact on the spatial concep

tion in traditional Japanese architecture. Yami o r dark

ness is an ancient distinctive spatial expression directly 

related to Shinto. Beyond its literal m eaning, the m ean

ing of yam i includes the feeling o f what is hidden in 

space. In Shinto mythology it was believed that k a m i , 

the spirits o f deified natural phenom ena or the spirits o f 

the ancestors, dw elt in the world o f yam i 4. The spirits 

occasionally appeared on earth and then disappeared 

into the darkness. This worship o f kam i might be the 

reason for the tradition to appreciate darkness. This 

tradition is still alive today. Jun 'ich iro  Tanizaki, the 

famous Japanese m odem  novelist, describes the Japa

nese love o f darkness:

4. Ching-Yu Chang: “Japanese Spatial 
Conception”, The Japan Architect, May 
1984, p. 69.
5. Jun’ichiro Tanizaki: In praise of 
SAtidmv. Translated byThomasJ. Harper 
and Edward G. Scidcnstickcr. Lcctc’s 
Books Inc., London 1991, p. 17.

In making for ourselves a place to live, we first spread a parasol 

to throw a shadow on the earth, and in the pale light o f the 

shadow we put together a house.. .5

He claimed that the beauty o f a Japanese room  depends 

on the variation o f the shadows. W hen W esterners 

interpret Japanese room s as simple, perceiving in terms
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no m ore than "ashen" walls bereft o f m ovem ent, they 

fail to com prehend the mystery o f the shadow s.6 

M odem Japanese architects such as Arata Isozaki and 

Todao Ando created m odem  version o f  traditional beauty 

using simplicity, darkness, and light and shadows in 

their m odem  architectural works. Those works will be 

discussed in detail in chapter 4.

Buddhism

Buddhism was originated in India and later spread to 

Southeast and East Asia. It arrived in China in the first 

century A.D. and became the dom inant religion o f the 

whole country. In the sixth century A .D., Buddhism  was 

first introduced into Japan from  China through the 

Korean peninsula.

There are two main branches o f Buddhism, the Hinayana 

and the M ahayana. It is M ahayana that had the greater 

influence on later Buddhist thought in Japan.7 Buddhist 

teachings believed that all existence is im perm anent, a 

flowing reality which is a process o f perpetual creation 

and regeneration, w hether external things or the psycho

logical totality o f human individuals. A cknowledging 

the fact that reality is im perm anent and yet attem pting to 

retain it is the cause of the human suffering.

6. Op.cit. 5„ p.18.
7. Ching-Yu Chang: “Japanese Spatial 
Conception”, The Japan Architect, July 
1984, p. 62.

The real world is full o f  pain and sorrow and one can 

escape from  the real world by the slow process o f  self- 

discipline until one achieves the enlightenm ent. En

lightenm ent is an absolute state o f m ind achieved only 

after a great mental effort. Our raw  mental conscious

ness habitually leans too much on analysis and ideation;
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we cut up reality into elem ents in order to understand it. 

The fragm ented elements are usually too well defined to 

lead to holistic thought. Only when ‘one thought’ is 

reached have we achieved enlightenm ent.8

The Buddhism is enlightenm ent achieved through learn

ing and cognition, not faith. This idea o f viewing all 

things in "one thought" clearly influenced the Zen 

Buddhism  and the tea cerem ony which required the 

participant to achieve enlightenm ent through harmony, 

reverence, purity and tranquility.9 A ccording to Bud

dhist teaching, all our knowledge is o f the phenomenal 

world and therefore only relatively true. It is only when 

one has obtained perfect enlightenm ent that one can 

know the nonmaterial world.

Buddhism contains two im portant doctrines applicable 

to architecture. The first states that everything that exists 

is constantly changing, constantly in transition. The 

second holds that, in the cycle o f continuous rebirth, 

there is always a third state, an interm ediate existence 

between two different identities or states. It is sim ulta

neously both the old and new. Buddhism  has been an 

im portant source o f inspiration for a lot o f modern 

Japanese architects. Kurokawa, for instance, claims that 

his philosophy o f Sym biosis is based on Buddhist 

thought.

8. Daisetz T. Suzuki: The Essential o f  
Zen Buddhism. Selected by from the writ
ing o f Daisetz T. Suzuki. Edited by 
Bernard Philips. E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc. 
N. Y. 1962.

Zen Buddhism:

9. Zen and Japanese Culture: Bollingcn 
Series. Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton,

Zen Buddhism com es from the Chinese adoption of the 

doctrine o f enlightenm ent.

N.J. 1973.



13

2.5
Plan of Ryoan-ji garden

2.6
The Kare-Sansui garden of Daiseb-in 
Temple

Zen, being a form o f Buddhism, has no specific philosophy of  

its own except what is usually accepted by the Buddhists o f the 

Mahayana school. What makes Zen so peculiarly outstanding 

is its method, while the latter is the inevitable growth o f Zen's 

own attitude towards life and truth.10

Zen rejects all temporal and scriptural authority. It 
refused to commit itself to words, and its emphasis is on 

moral character. Zen taught self-discipline and medita
tion as the means to enlightenment called sa to r i , and 

advocated active participation in every day affairs as 

opposed to withdrawal from the world.

The Zen school differs from the other sects of Buddhism 

in that satori is expressed in a paradoxical, non-logical 

form. That the ultimate truths of life are to be intuitively 

grasped and not conceptually verbalized is the founda
tion not only o f the philosophy but all other cultural 
activities contributed by this form o f Buddhism to the 

Zen culture o f Japan. Since Zen asserts that satori 

manifest itself in everyday affairs, it has had an enor
mous influence in all aspects o f traditional life, includ

ing the creative arts such as painting, calligraphy, archi

tecture, etc. as well as the ceremonial arts such as Noh 

theater, the tea ceremony. Satori comes abruptly upon 

one’s consciousness and is a momentary experience. 

Temporary enlightenment has influenced many aes
thetic pursuits, such as the seasonal festival of the cherry 

blossoms.

10. Daisetz T. Suzuki, op. cil., 8, p. 26.

Zen also influenced garden design (2.5, 2.6). The 

Japanese love of nature is due to the recognition that a 

human being is part of nature, which is in perpetual 

change. Freezing nature, making it permanent and con
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templating the truly perm anent is the essence o f the 

making o f the Japanese garden. M odem  architect Todao 

Ando expresses the aesthetics o f Zen Buddhism  in his 

works: the meanings o f existence spring from a sense of 

identification between subject and object. In other words, 

the substantial meanings o f his architecture could only 

be sensed by an active, creative participation.

Confucianism

Confucianism, rather than a religion, is a moral, philo

sophical system imported by Buddhist leaders. It per

vades almost every aspect o f Japanese life. In this 

system it is believed that the H eaven and the earth 

produce and control all life.

Central to Confucian doctrine is the cult o f  fam ily . The 

ancestor worship in Japan was derived from  Confucian

ism since earlier native Shinto religion had very little to 

do with it. Even today worship is still to be given to 

ancestors, obedience to parents, and respect to elder 

generations. M ost Japanese fam ilies retain a place for 

their ancestor worship.

Filial piety is another im portant doctrine in Confucian

ism. It has been playing a significant role in the life o f 

Japanese people. In every Japanese school the Classic o f  

Filial P iety  o f  Confucius is still an im portant subject in 

the curriculum.

In Confucianist society fam ily is the basic unit. The 

Japanese family structure consists o f not only the par

ents and their children, but also includes grandparents
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and great-grand parents, and all the dead behind them .11 

The space planning m ust accom m odate this principle.

The Confucian system called for a static and hierarchi

cal society. A m oral code that stressed a rational order 

and a social order based on strict ethical rules meshed 

with the structure o f  Japanese society, which was patri

archal, ruled by divine mandate and supported by obe

dient people.12 Consequently this system influenced the 

spatial configuration.

T ao ism

11. Ching-Yu Chang, “Japanese Spatial 
Conception”, The Japan Architect, June 
1984, p. 64.
12. G.B. Sansom, Japan A Short Culture 
History, Stanford Univ. Press., Stanford, 
California, 1952.

Taoism  also had strong im pact on Japanese culture. It 

originated in ancient China, about the sixth century, and 

later spread to Japan. Lao Tzu was believed to be the 

originator. Lao Tzu developed his entire philosophy 

within the principle of relativity. He believed to gain and 

to lose were the same thing and the way to acquire the 

positive is to rem ain negative. He conceived the true 

picture o f  life as an ever-changing and flowing experi

ence, in which nothing is perm anently held nor abso

lutely known, which is also one o f the basic doctrine o f 

Buddhism. This im perm anence contributed to a special 

character to the Japanese culture. For instance, tradition

ally the house was considered as a temporary abode to 

occupy and once destroyed it could be easily rebuilt 

again. The.room s in the house are m uti-purpose and 

nothing is permanently fixed.

Lao Tzu also favored void and claim ed that only from 

the void the true essence could be found. In his famous 

book Tao-Te-Ching  he wrote:
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2.7
Calligraphy

2.8
The selection o f  a city site 
The geomancer is consulting his mag
netic compass while his assistants map 
the energy currents cm the site with the use 
o f dowsing rods.

Thirty spokes share the wheel's hub; It is the center hole that 

makes it useful. Shape clay into vessel; It is the space within 

that makes it useful. Cut doors and windows for a room; It is 

the hole that make it useful.^

The intangible contents o f things, though not materially 

manifested, is regarded as something real. It is within the 

void that lay the true essence. Being undefined, static, 
and receptive, emptiness is the condition for definition, 

for motion, and for space and, therefore, void is more 

useful than solid. Accordingly, emptiness does not means 

nothing; it can be real space.

Emptiness could be found in every aspect o f Japanese 

life. In calligraphy, for instance, void is as important as 

the solid, the characters. The beauty of the whole callig
raphy is the harmonious combination o f the two (2.7). In 

considering Japanese space, it is a must to include 

emptiness. The spatial idea o f sukiya tea house has been 

derived from the concept o f void-space and imperma

nence.14

Geomancy

IS.LaoTzu: Tao-Te-Ching. A new trans
lation by Gia-Fu Feng and Jane English. 
Vantage Books, 1972.
14. Ching-Yu Chang: “Japanese Spatial 
Conception", The Japan Architect, June 
1984, p. 65.

Geomancy is an art o f placing and designing cities, 

residences, and tombs to harmonize with the local cos
m ic breath flow ing through their surroundings. 

Geomancy was also originated in China (2.8) (where it 

is called fengshui) and later introduced to Japan (where 

it is called kaso ) in 602 A. D. by a Korean monk.

According to this theory there are flows o f cosmic
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iwamp

The ideal site

2.10
The Four Mythical Creatures

Gate of Heaven Gate of the devil % T l

ae.
Gate of Wind a n

The Primary and Secondary Directions

energy called “chi” circulating the earth through its 

veins and vessels. At every place, the special topo

graphical features, natural or man made, will indicate or 

modify the cosmic energy. The forms and arrangements 

of hills, the nature and directions o f watercourses, the 

heights and forms o f buildings, the location o f forests, 

roads, and bridges all influence the nature and direction 

of "chi”. The selection o f site and the design o f buildings 

should be in harmony with the flow o f the cosmic energy 

or “chi” rather than against it. Unfavorable site and 

location could be remedied by the placement o f artificial 

objects. The influence o f the sun, the moon, and the stars 

are also important factors to consider in site selection 

and building design.

There are two important principles in the theory o f  

geomancy. The first is that heaven rules the earth; the 

second is that both heaven and earth influence all living 
beings.

It is commonly believed that the ideal site should have 

a stream on the East, a long road on the West, a pond on 

the South, and hill or mountain on the north (2.9). The 

four sides of any given area are guarded by four mythical 

creatures: East by blue dragon (symbolizing peace); 
West the white tiger (loneness or sadness); South the 

red phoenix (prosperity or good luck); and North black 

tortoise (distraction) (2.10). In Japan the four symbols 

represented the deities safeguarding the four directions. 

The four secondary directions were also a very impor

tant factor to consider in design. The north-east was 

called devil’s gate where nothing unclean should be 

built. The south-east was called wind's gate; north-west 

was heaven’s gate; and south-west was earth’s gate
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2.12
Old plan of Koyoto and surrounding

2.14
The plan of Kyoto

(2.11). Kyoto was selected as the new capital because 

Geomancy indicated that it possessed the ideal condi
tions o f river, pond, mountain, and road (2.12). This site, 

claimed by geomancy, will obtain benefit from heaven 

and avoid calamities.

Geomancy is closely integrated with the philosophy 

Yin Yang School. In the theory of Yin Y ang, everything 

and all the phenomena are the results o f the interaction 

o f two mutually opposing and independent elements, 
Yin and Yang. Yin represents female, negative, melan

choly, the moon, the depth, the secrecy and darkness. 

Yang, on the other hand, represents male, positivity, 

heaven, the sun, the heights, movements and daytime. 

This theory claimed that a direct or perfect balance o f  

the two essentially conflicting elements, resulted in non 

development and thus monotony. A dynamic balance 

between the two is the answer (2.13). The Yin Yang 

theory also influenced the planning o f Kyoto: although 

the town plan was fundamentally symmetrical, it was 

also asymmetrical (2.14).

The basic grid which composes the city was also impor

tant Since Yin represents odd numbers and Yang is 
even numbers, an indirect balance between the two was 

formulated. For this reason an exact ratio o f 1:1 in city 

proportion was not permissible. The cities should be in 

the shape of a rectangular rather than a square. The city 

of Kyoto was founded on a Jobo grid form o f 9 Jo by 8 

Bo thus forming a 9:8 ratio (2.14). The Jo divisions ran 

from north to south and the Bo from east to w est To the 

north east the monastery o f the powerful Tendai sect o f  

Buddhism was built on top o f Mount Hie to protect the 

city from evil forces.13
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Mt.Tsukuba

M t. F u j i

Edo street orientation plan

Although not associated with a Jobo grid form, the 

planning of the city o f Edo was also influenced by 

geomancy and Shintoism. Edo was the old name of 

Tokyo, which became the capital o f  Japan at the begin
ning o f the Edo Period in 1603. Geomancy again played 

an important role in the planning o f the city. At the North 

East direction, which is the direction o f the devil, there 

is Mount Tsukuba which protects the city from the evil 
influence o f the devil. Some distance from this moun
tain, the Nikko temples were constructed for further 

protection. Within the city, the temple complex at Ueno 

was built for this purpose too. The nature worshipping of  

Shintoism was also reflected in the city planning of Edo, 
where the streets were arranged according to the moun

tains which surrounded the city (2.15).14

Geomacy is a very complex system blended with 

religious belief, mythology, superstition, and science. It 
will probably take volumes to explore its origin, theory 

and practice. It certainly had great influence on architec

ture and planning in Japan. Geomacy has been consid

ered as pseudo-science by the West for many years. It 
is not the purpose of this report to verify whether it is a 

science. However, modem science and technology has 

gradually proved the scientific side o f this theory.

Modem Japanese architects started to use geomancy as 

a kind o f secondary guidance in their practice. Monta 

Mozuna is the typical representative in this area, whose 

work will be discussed later in chapter 4.

13. Simon J. Gale, "Orientation", Japan: 
Climate, Space and Concept - Process 
Architecture N o25  (1981), p. 103 .
14. Ibid.

The above is a brief introduction to the major philo

sophical schools. Those philosophical thoughts have



influenced Japanese culture and architecture which we 

will see in next chapter.
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TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE  

AND
ARCHITECTURAL TRADITIONS

Traditional Japanese architecture reveals the aesthetics 

and philosophical beliefs o f Japanese. Modem archi

tects borrowed a lot of vocabularies and techniques from 

traditional architecture in creating contemporary Japa
nese architecture. The following outlines some of the 

most important points which are essential to understand 

the uniqueness of Japanese architecture. These points 

are also frequently referred to by some modem Japanese 

architects in their design, which we will discuss in 

Chapter 4.

TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE

Shinto Shrine

Shintoism is the indigenous religion of the Japanese 

people. Its philosophy was introduced in Chapter 2. As 

we have pointed out, its influence on Japanese architec

ture, culture even society is tremendous.

The Shrine is the building associated with Shinto. Most
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3.1.
Site plan 
Inner Shrine 
Ise Shrine (5th c.)

3.2
Plan o f Inner Shrine

Shinto shrines were built faraway from the community 

near mountains, forests, rivers, trees, and rocks. The 

natural features are far more important than the building 

itself.

Ise Shrine (3.1,3.2), the typical Shinto shrine in Japan, 

symbolizes the origin and represents the spirit o f the 

nation. Ise Shrine has two parts the. Outer Shrine or 

gekku, near town, and the Inner Shrine or naiku , in the 

mountains. Dedicated to Amaterasu Omicama - Sun 

Goddess, Ise Shrine stands as a huge symbolic object, 
rather than a building with a interior space.

The Ise compound - both naiku and gekku is comprised 

of other smaller edifices besides the main sanctuary 

(shoderi) (3.3). The site is surrounded by four rows o f  

fences with gates on the north and south sides. These 

fences create a clear hierarchy and a strong spiritual 
emotion as one passes through them. They suggest a 

feeling o f increased distance between the world o f gods 

and ours. As an symbol o f purity, both Naiku and Geku 

were laid out along a geometric order. Strict axial 
symmetry was observed in every structure and elem ent

Most o f the Shinto shrines were rebuilt at certain inter
vals to ensure ritual purity, with Ise Shrine being the 

only one which still carries the tradition o f reconstruc
tion every twenty years. As one o f  the best building 

materials, cypress would not be aging within the rela

tively short period between consecutive reconstruc

tions. The reason behind each rebuilding is highly 

symbolicas it is also related to Shinto rituals o f purifi
cation. “The rite not only renews time for the occupant 

of the house (shrine) but for all those who inhabit the
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3.3
Plan and elevation o f  Shoden

1. Joseph Rykwkwert, On Adam’s House 
in Paradise, The MIT Press, Cambridge, 
1981.
2. Ota Hire taro, ed., Japanese Architec
ture and Gardens, Kokusai Bunka 
Shinkokai, Tokyo 1972, p. 38.
3. Yuichiro Kojiro, "Japanese Communi
ties", Space D esign , N o .7 , Kajima 
Shuppan-Tcai, Tokyo, 1975.

land which the hut represents”.1 The rite could be best 
described as “What the Japanese wanted to preserve 

were not the things themselves, but the forms that 

carried the spirit. The Japanese observed that things 

were, after all, but a mean of expressing the spirit and 

that things themselves could not be permanently pre

served".2

Kami and Shrine played an important role in Japanese 

daily life. In the typical Japanese community the dwell

ing place of Kami is a sacred spot situated at the summit 

o f a well shaped mountain (3 .4 )3.

Buddhist Temple

Buddhist architecture, mainly the temple, was imported 

very soon after the introduction o f the basic doctrine o f 

the faith. For the early Japanese, the Buddhist creed 

brought not only a new and immensely profound world 

view, but also one o f the most impressive expressions o f  

highly developed culture from the Asia continent. The 

introduction o f the Buddhist temple brought consider
able changes in Japan.

Since Buddhist temples were freely accessible to every
one at all times, their architecture introduced new build
ing types. In a typical Buddhist temple (3.5) compound 

the principle buildings are main hall (kondo) and 

pagoda (to), which are surrounded by covered corridors 

(Kairo) connecting with the main gate (chumon) in the 

south. The lecture hall (kodo) ,  treasury of sutras (Ayoro), 

and a bell tower (shoro) usually join the complex. 

Office, dorm, and storage building sometimes are part of
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3.4
Three typical types o f  
Japanese Community
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3.6
Shishinden, the main ceremony hall o f  the 
Old Imperial Palace in Kyoto (794-1855)

the complex. All the above buildings are enclosed by a 

system o f outer wall with another principle gate to the 

south (nan-daimon).

The earlier Buddhist temples were built on stone bases 

with their roofs covered with glazed tile, curved forms 

supported by an very intricate system o f wooden brack

ets, unlike the original Shinto shrines, which were raised 

on wooden pilots, with simple geometric form. Later on, 
the Shinto and Buddhist building began to influence 

each other. The original Chinese Buddhist temple was 

Japanized with raised wooden floors and gentle curving 

cypress-shingled roofs (3.6). Buddhists conducted cer
emonies to seek the protection o f kami on their temple 

which never existed in China. This dual character was an 

integral part o f Japanese life from the Edo period to 

today. Homes could have both Buddhist and Shinto 

altars; temples have a shrine on their premises. Influ
enced by Shintoism, the layout o f the temples became 

asymmetrical, lack dominant straight axes, and have a 

pattern o f constantly shifting axes compared to the 

original strict symmetrical composition (3.7). The asym

metry o f earlier Japanese architecture laid solid founda
tion for the development of modem Japanese architec
ture.

Residential Architecture 

The Shinden style (3.8)

The Shinden (Shinden-zukuri) is residential architec
ture for the aristocrats. It was strictly symmetrical with 

a group o f buildings arranged around a main hall
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3.8
Shinden style dwelling 
9th -12th century

(Shinden ) and enclosed by covered corridors when first 
imported from China. This building type became less 

symmetrical and less formal by the end o f Heian Period. 
No original Shinden style architecture survives today.

The Shoin Style (3.9)

The Shoin Style residential architecture gradually de

veloped during the Muro period (1338-1573) out of the 
Shinden mode. It is the residence for a warlord, a 

landowner, or a Buddhist monk. Influenced by rustic tea 

pavilions, it became less formal. It is regarded as the 

prototypical Japanese house (sukiya-zukuri).

Atypical Shoin residence contains a decorative alcove 

(tokonoma ), staggered shelves (chigaidana ), built in 

desk (tsukesMon), and decorative doors (chodaigamae). 
The Shoin style is also characterized by raised floor area 

covered by tatami mats, square post with slightly 

beveled comers, ceilings, fusuma (plain or painted 

sliding screens) between interior spaces, andshoji (white 

translucent paper screens reinforced with a wooden 

lattice). The shoji is protected by heavy sliding panels 

on the exterior. The floor plan is often asymmetrical. 

Under the influence of Zen Buddhist philosophy and art 
theory, Shoin architecture becomes less and less deco
rative.

3.10
Sufdya (SuMya Shion ) style

The Sukiya or SuMya Shoin style (3.10)

The formal Shoin style was appropriate for grandiose 

ceremony, with its brilliantly painted walls, covered and 

coffered ceilings, square-cut posts. S uch spaces were far 

too imposing for the day-to-day activities o f the upper
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3.11
Fushin'an Teahouse

class. Sukiya style was developed from Shoin style at 
that time, substituting the post with rough, unbeveled 

comers, delicate structural members, and understating 

decoration for other components o f the formal Shoin 

chambers. Much o f the atmosphere of Sukiya structure 

was created by ideas borrowed from the architecture o f  
the tea ceremony. The humble tea cottage, with its 

coarsely finished walls, open ceiling and surrounding 

garden contributed much to the formation o f rustic 

simplicity of Sukiya dwellings.

Tea House (3.11)

Tea house is the place for tea ceremony (cha-no-yu). It 

was an importantpart in the life of Japanese people. The 
designers o f the tea house and surrounding tea gardens 

were Zen Buddhist monks, with Sen-no-Rukyi and 

Kobori being the most famous. Elements inside the tea 

rooms were reduced to the minimum: tatami -sized floor 

(approx. 9x9 feet), the firepit (ro), apillar (naka-bashira 

), a wooden panel (naka-ita) in the middle o f the space, 
and a special low guest entrance (nijiri-guchi), in order 

to enhance meditation, the spiritual joy o f the tea cer
emony. Such spiritual pursuit gradually became an 

aesthetic trend. In order to allow one to experience and 

absorb the tranquility o f  an elegant simplicity (yvabi) 
mellowed with age (sa b i), all building materials were 

allowed to remain in their natural state and form.4

4. Botond Bognar, Contemporary Japa
nese Architecture, VNR, New York 
1985. p. 47.
5 Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception", The Japan Architect, May 
1984. p .66.

Both Wabi and Sabi are Japanese aesthetic expression 

o f the appreciation o f poverty. W a b i, a more general 

term, means the living o f a life ordinarily associated 

with poverty, insufficiency, or imperfection.5 The es
sence oiwabi is poverty, which is not dependent on
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entrance

3.12
Plan & Axonometric diagram 
Taian Teahouse

worldly things such as wealth, power, and reputation 

and yet feels inward satisfaction o f the highest value, 
above time and social position. S a b i, a more specific 

term, means patina, and loneliness. It contains rustic 

unpretentiousness or archaic imperfection and it is ap

plied to the garden design, the tea ceremony and litera
ture.6

The aesthetic conception o f wabi an&sabi was largely 

developed by Zen monks and lay practitioners. Their 

living o f a life was ordinarily associated with poverty, 

insufficiency, or imperfection. The architectural ex
pression o f this wabi Jsabi sensibility emerged in the 

sukiya style with Tea House being an perfect example. 

Almost every element in the Tea House is the physical 

representation o lsa b i: strong emphasis on common and 

rough materials and objects, the bare monochrome tea 

hut, the coarse tea utensils often with dull color and 
imperfect form, the simplicity and plainness o f form. In 

some cases, wabi is sabi and sabi is wabi; it is difficult 

to separate them completely as the objective o f this 

mood o f esthetics expression is the same.

r - 5 '

6. Op. cit., 5.

Inside the tea house all the conflicting elements - round 

windows, the natural log tokonoma pillars, multiple 

ceiling o f different materials and the many different 
shapes and sizes o f openings in the walls coexist, quite 

different from the Western concepts o f hierarchy and 

order. The typical tea house (sukiya) consists o f a tea 

room, which accommodates not more than five people, 

an anteroom (mizuya), where the tea utensils are washed 

before being broughtin, a waitingroom/space (machiai), 
where the visitor waits until being called to enter the tea 

room, and garden (r o ji) which connects the machiai
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with the tea room (3.12).

The tea house on the whole characterizes the imperma

nence o f all things. The waiting room (machiai), pro
tects the visitor from the weather, reminding him of the 

ever changeability o f nature. The privy which symbol

izes the incessant changes that process the human body. 

The gate to the tea house signifies the constant passing 

in and out o f visitors.7

The roji serves as a tool to break the connection with the 

outside world, which signifies the first stage of medita
tion. In the roji three elements symbolize the selfless
ness o f all elements o f the tea house. The stepping stones 

reveal the willingness to be stepped on; the water basin 

reminds one to purify oneself physically and mentally 

before entering the tea room; and the stone lantern is the 

discipline that one is to free one’s mind from the defile
ments o f the senses leading one to the realization of 

selflessness.8

Shoin style architecture strictly observes the established 

format (i.e. measurements and proportion). Tea-room 

architecture, on the other hand, transcends the scale of 

the established format, abandons all techniques, and 

returns to the state of no mind.

7. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception", The Japan Architect, July 
1984, p. 67.
8. Ibid.

Rukyi finally reduced this type of tea room (cottage tea) 

space to one and three quarter mats compared with 

Shoin Tea which is served in a large formal Shoin space. 

He triumphed over the physical limits o f measure and 

scale to create an expression o f spiritual space.
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3.13
The Chitose-bashi Pavilion in the garden 
o f  Shugakuin Imperial Villa in Kyoto 
(1659)

/

ARCHITECTURAL TRADITIONS 

Assimilation with Nature

The Japanese are characterized by a deep spiritual 

affinity with nature. Nature in all her manifestations 

directs their lives. Traditional Japanese architecture has 

always been an organic part of nature (3.13). Wood was 

used as virtually the only building material. Unlike the 

Western world, stone has never become a major build
ing material although Japan is abundant with both high 

quality wood and stone. The use of stone is almost 

limited to foundations, podiums in building and some 

decorative elements such as stone lanterns in gardens 

and religious architecture. It is true that wood construc

tions is more suitable for Japan because it ventilates 

better and is more earthquake-resistant than masonry 

structures. The true reason behind this is not a technical 
one but a philosophical one. As we have pointed out, 

K am i, the natural spirit, is the "god" in the mind o f the 

Shintoist. In Japanese mythology gods make their de

scent to earth in the body o f trees, in forests, in response 

to prayer. The character o f trees were thus elevated to 

that o f gods.9 And therefore the wooden architectural 

system serves as the spiritual connector between the 

world o f human beings and the world of god in nature.

9. Kiyoshi Seike, "A Culture o f  Wood", 
Japan: Climate, space and concept. Pro
cess Architecture N o.25 (1981), p. 23.

As a soft building material, wood is subjected to the 

ravage of time and aging far more than stone. Its consis
tent use through out time shows another aspect o f the 

Japanesephilosophy: the lack of concern for perma

nence; shrines, temples, and imperial palaces were often 

relocated or rebuilt. This fact was strongly influenced by 

Buddhism and Taoism, in which the house was consid-
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3.14
American house
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3.15
Japanese house

The relationship between Japanese house 
and garden

ered as a temporary abode.

With wood frame construction most buildings are 

characterized by its horizontal!ty and their intimate size. 
The Japanese architecture lacks the monumentality of 

Gothic cathedrals and Greek temples. Wood as a build

ing material could construct immense structures just 

like stone does. The reason behind this is philosophical: 

man should not dominate and conquer nature, but exist 

harmoniously with nature.

The relation between house and garden also reveals the 

relationship o f coexistence between the two. In the 

West, building is placed against the "garden"(3.14). 

Building is the figure and garden is the background. 

Obviously the building is in the dominant position and 

the "garden" is designed to be viewed from outside. In 

the Japanese house, on the other hand, the figure and 

ground relationship does not exist (3.15). The Japanese 

garden is an extension o f the house (3.16). The garden is 

intended to be viewed against the wall or the fence from 

the interior. An equal partner relationship is established.

Not only are these wooden structures made o f the same 

natural material that form their surroundings, but they 

are set out on the grounds to take best advantage of the 

immediate terrain. Nikko Shrine are laid out among 

rows of cedar trees and mountain paths which take full 
advantage of the natural terrain (3.36). A buildings or 

complex which has no relation with its natural environ

ment does exist, but it is very rare.

Imperfection and Asymmetry
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Katsura Imperial Villa 
Kyoto, 1620-1645)

10. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conceptions", The Japan Architect, April 
1984, p. 66.
11. Arther Drexler, The architecture o f  
Japan, Museum o f Modem Art, N .Y., 
1965, p. 74.
12. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conccplions",The Japan Architect, April 
1984, p. 66.
13. Kakuzo Okakura, The Book o f Tea, 
Charles E. Tuttle Company, Inc. Tokyo, 
1956, p. 70.

Japanese architecture is characterized by its dynamic 

asymmetrical layout. The Japanese imported symmetri- _ 
cal palatial architecture from China in early times. This 

architectural style, however, soon becomes Japanized. 
Katsura Imperial Villa (3.17) is a perfect example. This 

preference for asymmetry was probably influenced by 

the aesthetics o f shibui, which means not strong, obvi

ous; not stylish, corrected; complicated, obtrusive; nor 

ostentatious.10 It is understood as the state o f absolute 

quietude. One can approach this mental realm of 

quietude through incompleteness. In Japanese culture, 
art, and architecture, you will often find the unfinished 

statement, incomplete pattern, and imperfect form 

which is left for one’s imagination. This is the reflection 

of sh ibu i. Incompleteness affords the participant the 

opportunity to complete the object or activity with one’s 

own imagination. This aesthetic notion may also explain 

irregularity and the relative lack of monumental scale in 

classical architecture.11 The significance o f this notion 

is that it goes beyond the prettiness and the beauty o f a 

thing to its simple state of naturalness and wholesome
ness.12

In many Japanese paintings (3.18), there is often an 

unfinished area covered by cloudy area without any 

detail. This requires the observer to complete the paint
ing with his own imagination and to visualize the whole 

painting. The art o f tea is essentially worship o f the 

imperfect, as Kakuzo Okakura describes:

True beauty could be discovered only by one who mentally 

completed the incomplete. The virility of life and art lay in its 

possibilities for growth. In the tea room it is left for each guest 

in imagination to complete the total effect in relation to
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him self.^

Carver's comments reveal some o f the essence behind 

this asymmetry:
X

For asymmetry imparts a unique vitality by requiring partici

pation in experience; by suggestion, in directing the mind to 

complete the incomplete, by providing a consistent source o f  

ever changing relationship in space. Asymmetrical order is not 

an externally imposed finality, but an extension o f the process 

o f  life. It recognizes that life is not static, perfect, finalized, but 

rather that its essence is growth, change, and relatedness.14

Space As Experience

Space has never been a native Japanese conception. In 

the West space has played a very important role in its 

architecture. Space is surrounded by fixed boundaries 

and can exist independently among the physical entity 

of objects. Giedion wrote:

14. Norman F. Carver, Jr. Form and Space 
of Japanese Architecture, Shokokusha, 
Tokyo, 1955, p. 14.
15. Sigfried Giedion, The Beginning o f  
Architecture, Bollingen Serious,Princeton 
Univ. Press. 1957. p. 495.
16. Christian Noberg-Schulz, Existence, 
Space and Architecture, Praeger, Lon
don, 1971, p. 9-10.

In the realm of architecture, space is experienced by means o f  

observation, in which the sense o f sight and touch are inter

locked. In the first instance this is a simple statement o f fact, but 

through the relations o f the most diverse elements and the 

degree o f their emphasis - straight or curved lines, planes, 

structures, massiveness, proportions, forms o f all kinds - a 

matter o f  simple physical observation can be transposed to 

another shape.15

Numerous examples could be given. Christian Noberg- 

Schulz describes that space has the definite quality of 

being a “container” and so is always subjected to ratio

nal, even scientific approaches and treated according to
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the rules o f mathematics, geometry, perspective and so 

on.16 Alois Riegl used vision and touch. The touch of an 

object gives space its plastic form; vision gives an 

optical aspect to the object. In general, space in the West 

is an objective and a measurable entity.

Space in Japanese architecture is an experience with 

both thinking and feeling. Spaces conveys its full mean
ing with the contents o f mind and body, the psychologi
cal and physical, the cerebral and sensual.17 The tea 

ceremony, for instance, clearly demonstrate this prin

ciple. A tea master says:

The spirit o f  Cha-no-yu is to cleanse the six senses from 

contamination. By seeing the kakwmono (hanging picture) in 

the tokonoma (alcove) and the flower in the vase, one’s sense 

o f  sight and smell is cleansed; by listening to the boiling o f  

water in the iron kettle and to the dripping o f water from the 

bamboo pipe, one’s ears are cleansed; by tasting tea one’s 

mouth is cleansed; and by handling the tea utensil one’s sense 

of touch is cleansed. When thus all the organs are cleansed, the 

mind itself is cleansed o f  defilements. The art o f tea is after all 

a spiritual discipline, and my aspiration for every hour o f the 

day is not to depart from the spirit o f  the tea, which is by no 

means a matter o f mere entertainment.18

17. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception", The Japan Architect, April 
1984, p. 62.
18. By Nakano Kazuma in the Hagakure, 
and quoted by Daisetsu T. Suzuki in Zen 
and Japanese culture, p. 281.

In the tea garden, one approaches the gate, the path, the 

greenery, the tea house and various objects such as the 

stone lanterns, rocks etc., lead to the achieving of the 

four principles of the tea ceremony: wa (harmony), ke 

(reverence), sei (purity) and jaku  (tranquility). The 

entire tea ceremony, the garden, the house, various 

appurtenances, the physical and spiritual parts o f the 

ceremony are really a combined path through layer upon
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3.19
Plan o f  Shoka-tei
Approach o f  the Shoka-tei tea ceremony 
Pavillionin the Katsura Imperial Villa

3.20
Western conception o f Space

19. KazuoShinohara, "The Japanese Con
ception o f Space", The Japan Architect, 
June 1964, p. 56-59.
20. Op. cit., 14.
21. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception, The Japan Architect, April 
1984, p. 62.

layer o f quieting seclusion. The passage of the small tea 

ceremony can give one the impression of a “passage to 

a house deep in the mountain.” (3.19)

Here the space was personalized and subjected to differ
ent individual interpretations. Spatial feeling can be 

captured only through the sound, taste, smell, the feel

ing...

Space o f Emptiness

As we have discussed above, in the West space is 

regarded as a physical entity. Starting from the Renais
sance Western architectural space began from the same 

mental attitude as the concept o f science. In the West 

there is a direct link between artistic learning and math
ematical learning. Every new concept in science had a 

direct homologue in the arts.19 The Western concept of 

space is a closed volume (3.20): a separate and indepen

dent entity which is subjected to rational, even scientific 

approaches.20

The understanding o f space, which supports Japanese 

architecture, however, is quite different. Space is not a 

native Japanese conception and it had never appeared in 

the country until I960.21 Space in Japan is a subjective 

matterrather than an objective one. A column erected on 
the open ground can arouse the sense o f space (3.21). 

A waterfall, a rock, and even a particular locality can 

generate a sense o f space. Space is not an entity but 

emptiness and relative indefiniteness without any en
closures. The Japanese feeling of space is depicted in 

such picture scrolls as the Tale ofGenji where the space 

halts and flows through rooms which have no ceilings
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3.21
Japanese conception of Space

3.22
Illustration from the Tale o f the Genji

3.23
Katsura Imperial Villa

22. Botond Bognar, T yplogical o f  Space- 
Construction in Contemporary Japanese 
Architecture", Process Architecture No. 
25 (1981), p. 135.

and no side partitions (3.22). Katsura Imperial Villa is an 

excellent example which represents the Japanese view  
of empty space(3.23). The quietly flowing space could 

be called the transparent extension which expresses the 

non-existence of space. This spatial conception reflects 

the philosophy o f Shintoism, Buddhism and Taoism.

Toyoo Ito architecture revealed this conception o f emp

tiness.

Oku - The Invisible Center

In Japan, architecture and space was regarded as an 

organic part of nature and it has no separate and different 

spatiality. Space was considered by the Shintoists as 

“universal”,rooted in nature and represented by the land 

rather than building (3.24).22 Kamis, the natural deities, 

were believed to live not in the heaven above but in the 

invisible and indefinite depth - the remote misty moun

tains and waterfalls, thick forests, the unapproachable 

small island, and so on. The concept o f space thus is not 

homogeneous, but heterogeneous with the increasing 

density around places where kami lives. This spatial 

character is expressed in the concept o f oku. Oku means 

the inner most and the least accessible, deep and extend
ing far back. The pattern streets in a Tokyo uptown 

district clearly manifests this notion (3.25). Most Shinto 

shrines are built outside the cities deep among hills, and 

have long procession paths that start at the edge o f the 

town. Those paths lead to the inner oku (3.26). Katsura 

Imperial Villa is another excellent example in express

ing the concept o f oku (3.17).

Contemporary Japanese architect Fumihiko Maki ap-
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3.24
Miyajima island with the Ilsukushima 
shrine

Kotohira, a shrine town
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3.28
Four Seasons

plied this spatial concept in several of his projects, 

which we will discuss in chapter 4.

Space as Two Dimensional-facets

In the West, with the discovery o f perspective during the 

Renaissance, the conception o f space evolved and space 

started to play the major role in architecture. Masaccio 

completed his famous painting. The Holy Trinity in 

1427 (3.27). The painting draws great attention to the 

use o f perspective to define and articulate space. Space 

has been considered as a three dimensional entity and 

therefore it is a volume.

On the other side o f the globe, the conception of 3-D 

space seems to have never entered the mind o f Japanese 

people. The Japanese, on the contrary, tended to flatten 

out the space and emphasize strong linear patterns. In 

the area o f art, Sesshu (1420-1506) finished his exquis

ite scroll o f the four seasons in 1486 (3.28). His painting 

focused on the implication of space through flattened 

plane and broken, unfinished lines. His art ignored 

depth, realism, and mathematical geometry. In the area 

o f architecture, space was treated as two dimensional 
facets. Okoshiezu was a method o f architectural repre
sentation used during the Edo period (3.29). It clearly 

illustrated this peculiar tendency in traditional Japanese 

architecture: all o f the surfaces o f a space are analyzed 

as if  they were floor plans. Space thus is represented by 

abstract two dimensional plans and the depth of space is 

perceived as an array o f abstract frontal surfaces, not as 

a volume. Isozaki explains:

The Western concept o f  space is three-dimensional, and when
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3.29
Okoshiezu
Three dimensional space was represented 
by two dimensional facets

3.30
The Interior Damess

23. Arata Isozaki, "Ma: space and time in 
Japan” The Japan Architect, Feburary. 
1979.
24. Siegfried Giedion: The beginning of 
Architecture, Bollingen Series, Princeton 
Univ. Press. N . J. 1957, p.495.

time is added it becomes four dimensional, whereas in Japan 

space is strictly two dimensional, or is a combination o f two- 

dimensional facets. So the depth o f  space was expressed by 

combining plural two dimensional facets, which means that 

through them existed a number o f  continuous time scale.23

The Appreciation o f Darkness and Shadow

The deep extended eaves in traditional Japanese archi

tecture generate unique exterior visual effect. Most 
importantly they lend a characteristic dimness to the 

interiors - the inner darkness (3.30). The inner format of 

most building is centered on an interior core, which 

secondary space may radiate (3.31). The quality of 

inside illumination does not vary a lot according to the 

season and the location of each room, although it changes 

to some extent over the centuries as exterior partitions 

develop from wooden shutters or screens to paper par
titions. Nonetheless, a diffused, mellow light, darkening 

towards the ceiling, remains almost universal.

Darkness is such an important principle in the formation 

of Japanese space, which is in sharp contrast to the 

Western spatial concept Giedion’s statement tells us the 

concept of space in the West:

It is the light that induces the sensation o f  space. Space is 

annihilated by darkness. Light and space are inseparable . If 

light is eliminated, the emotional content o f  space disappears, 

becomes impossible to apprehend. In the dark there is no 

difference between the emotional evaluation ofa  chasm and o f  

a highly modeled interior.24

Painting is another example. Western painting empha-
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3.31
Plan o f a Japanese House

25. Amos Ih Tiao Chang: The Too o f  
Architecture, Princeton Univ. Press, 
Princeton, N J . 1956. p.16.
26. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception," The Japan Architect, June 
1984, p. 64.
27. Ibid.
28. Jun ichiro, Tanazaki, In praise o f  
Shadow , Lette' Books, Inc. 1977. p. 31.

sizes the light to give tone and order. Traditional Japa
nese painting, on the other hand, neglects the source o f 

light and light was considered as color. Amos Chang 

considers the darkness to be the soul o f architectonic 

form and light to be the life blood. Darkness is what 
makes depth to be seen .25

The appreciation of darkness in Japanese culture is 

related to Shinto. Darkness is a sacred place in the mind 

of Shintoists because Kami lived in darkness. In the 
darkness there was emptiness, the void. When the con

cept o f void is applied to the living space, the basic room 

o f the Japanese house empties itself o f all definition only 

to be formed into a living room, a bed room or what ever 

by the proper appointments o f furniture and fixtures.26 

In Shinto ceremony one is processed physically from 

light to darkness but spiritually from real world to a 

world o f darkness where kami resides. In the darkness 

one shuts out the distraction o f the world so as to 

concentrate on kami. It is from this darkness that a new 

person grows and new space grows.27 In the darkness 

the intimacy o f human relation is most appropriately 

established and it is the dark space that penetrates more 

deeply into our existence.

In his famous essay "In praise o f Shadow", Jun’ichiro 

Tanizaki describes the beauty of a Japanese room de
pending on a variation of shadows, heavy shadow against 

light shadow - it has nothing else. Westerners often fail 

to comprehend the mystery o f the shadows because they 

perceive the Japanese rooms as ashen walls bereft o f  

movement.28

The light from the garden steals in but dimly through paper-



41

3.33
Engawa, intermediate zone between in 
and out

paneled doors, and it is precisely this indirect light that makes 

for us the charm o f  a room .. .  .We never tired o f sight, for to 

us this pale glow and these dim shadows far surpass any 

ornament.29

It could be said that the Japanese room is composed of 

incoming shadows with light filtered by the darkness. 

Modem Japanese architects, Isozaki and Ando, reinter
preted this tradition as the spirit o f the nation in their 

practice. Their works will be discussed in details in 

Chapter 4.

Between Interior and Exterior, Private and Public

In traditional Japanese architecture, there is a fluidity 

between inside and outside. Though fixed walls are 

frequently used, the distinction between interior and 

exterior is elastic. The whole facade in both temples and 

residences can be opened by folding open or swinging 

up the panels between the post or by sliding open, or 

even removing the entire wooden or paper screens 

(3.32). Engawa is a continuous space built around the 

core structure as veranda under extended eaves (3.33). 
Its function is distinct from the Western porch or terrace. 

It is multi-purpose, serving simultaneously as an exter

nal corridor connecting all the rooms o f the house, a 

sheltering structure against rain, wind, and summer 
heat, an area for greeting or entertaining guests, and as 
the pass-way to the garden, among many other miscel

laneous functions.

29. Op., ciL 26.

There are many examples in traditional Japanese archi

tecture which demonstrate the character of flexible use 

of space. A traditional village street, for example, is in
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3.34
Traditional Japanese Stree

3.35
Karlsruhe 
Geometric Space

constant dialogue with the buildings that face it on both 

sides. It is an unlimited zone that unfolds in times as it 
progresses. The face o f the street changes with time, 
throughout the day, following the pace o f human activ
ity. It is an intermediate zone where the private interior 

space o f the individual dwelling meets the public exte
rior space of the road. (3.34) This intermediary zone 

performs as a space with a variety o f contents, a plural 

nature and a plural meaning -warm and suggestive. This 

concept of duality could be traced to Lao Tzu’s Taoist 
philosophy, which claims that any notion contained 

within itself its opposite, and Buddhist teaching o f  

impermanence, which is the transitory nature of life.

Dynamic Space

Dynamic space means the sequence o f parts through 

which one progresses from one place to another. Com
paring with what is called geometrical space by Mitsuo 

Inoue30, this is a unique character o f Japanese architec

ture. In geometrical architecture, the relation o f each 

compositional element to the reference axis o f pole and 

the concept o f vista are important factors (3.35). Japa
nese spatial arrangement is dynamic space. Nikko, for 

example, employed many architectural elements, such 

as bridges, steps, gates, etc. (3.36). Its spatial arrange

ment derives from Esoteric Buddhism’s ideas whose 
philosophy of spatial expression influenced the arrange
ment o f space in many Japanese temples and shrines.31 

In the plan, the whole complex was organized with 

minor and major path, and hierarchy o f buildings to 

generate movement spaces. The main approach to the 

Toshogu, the main building, with its one straight wide 

road leading to the entrance, demonstrate the imperial



43

3.37
Ise Shrine and its vicinity

Acropolis
Athens

30. Mitsuo Inoue, Space in Japanese 
Architecture. Weatherhill, New York 
1985.
31. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception," The Japan Architect, Sep
tember 1984, p. 65.

power. Konipira Shrine is another excellent example of 

dynamic space.

Ise Shrine is another excellent example of sequential 

experience. At Ise space is impossible to conceive 

without the empirical experience. The spatial structure 

is a process which leads deeper and deeper into the inner 

parts o f the space (3.37).

This sequential arrangement of space comes from the 

practice o f purification, where one physically proceeds 

from one space to another but spiritually from one stage 

to the next higher one. Like purification, one experi

enced the spatial purification progressively and placing 

the progressive purification process within sequential 
space is uniquely Japanese. This same progression of 

space formed the basis for many other Japanese build
ings, particularly religious ones.

Movement can also be found in the Noh Drama and in 

the Japanese garden design.

The idea of space in Greek architecture is understood 

primarily by visual perception. The Greeks seeks visual 
impact for comprehension o f everything as a whole, 

while the Japanese progresses sequentially from part to 

the elusive whole. For this infinite flow of sequential 

spaces, it is impossible to comprehend the whole at once 

and to mark clearly a beginning or end. Chang compared 

the Acropolis (3.38), which also expresses the sequen

tial experience of space, and Ise Shrine (3.37), and 

concluded that there are considerable differences be

tween those two important buildings. First the initial 

view from the point o f entry; the Parthenon can be seen
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from a distance while the Ise Shrine is invisible. Second 

spiritually at Ise Shrine one is progressively purified in 

order to meet Kami while the Parthenon relies on the 

visual aspect.30

The Tea Ceremony

Tea ceremony began to reach maturity in the early 

Muromachi period when the shogun and selected mem
bers o f his aesthetic circle met to admire choice of 
Chinese tea wares and the game of guessing various 
types of tea. Three men contributed to transforming it 

into a true art form with spiritual dimensions. Murata 

Shuko, who was believed to be the originator, estab

lished the art o f tea. Takeno Joo further improved it into 

the realm o f philosophical appreciation and under his 

influence the wabi ideal of refined rusticity became the 
central elements o f tea tasting. It is Sen no Rikyu, the 

third great tea master, who further improved and gave it 

its mature expression that came to be known as the Cha- 
no-yu , the tea ceremony. The tea ceremony is an 

excellent example of spatial planning to achieve Zen’s 

idea of enlightenment.

The first thing in the tea ceremony is to experience the 
tea house with one's own senses. Chang described this 

experience of enlightenment:

On entering the tea room, the first thing evident is in the scent 

o f incense symbolizing the aspiration o f the terrestrial towards 

the celestial, which contributes the bliss o f Nirvana. The 

sensation o f movement is in the ever-rising smoke. One's 

sense are awakened and activated. The sense o f hearing will be 

most sensitive to the boiling water in the iron kettle, the32. Op., ciL 29.
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dripping water from the bamboo pipe outside in the garden, the 

solitary bird flying by the tea house, or even the subdued 

rustling sound o f  the kimono o f those present Like the sound 

o f distant temple bell, which comes from nowhere loss itself in 

timelessness, it reveals the Buddhist concept o f  impermanence 

m u/o. At the far end o f the room the tokomona alcove contains 

a single poem and a flower arrangement to make one more 

aware o f  eternal silence.33

After the sensational experience, one is ready to enjoy 

the tea which is nothing elaborate or extraordinary.

The art o f cha-no-yu consists in nothing else but in boiling 

water, making tea and sippping i t 34

As we have pointed out earlier, drinking tea is by no 

means a matter o f mere entertainment. It is a spiritual 
purification to cleanse the six senses from contamina

tion: to cleanse one’s sense o f sight and smell by seeing 
the kakwmono (hanging picture) in the tokonoma (al

cove) and the flower in the vase, to cleanse one's ears by 

listening to the boiling of water in the iron kettle and to 

the dripping o f water from the bamboo pipe, to cleanse 

one’s mouth by tasting tea; and to cleanse one’s sense o f 

touch by handling the tea utensil. When thus all the 

organs are cleansed, the mind itself is cleansed of 

defilements.35

33. Ching-Yu Chang, "Japanese Spatial 
Conception," The Japan Architect, July 
1984, p. 68.
34. D. Suzuki, op. ciL, p. 180.
35. Op. cit., 16.

The tea ceremony incorporates four spiritual elements: 

harmony, w a ; reverence, k e i; purity, s e i ; and tranquil

ity, jaku  , all o f which needed to bring the tea to a 

successful end.

In general Japanese culture, the Japanese tea ceremony,
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architectural space and spatial organization, the flower 
arrangement, the geishas, the graciousness of most 
social intercourse, and so forth all suggest a culture 
infinitely more refined and delicate than that o f the 

West. As Robin Boyd suggested, it is largely a feminine 

culture.36

36. Robin Byod, Tange, George Braziller, 
New York, 1962. p. 21.
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TOWARDS A JAPANESE ARCHITECTURE

From the Meiji Restoration (1867), the symbol of 
Japan's openness to the West, to the present day, time 
has witnessed the development of contemporary Japa
nese architecture. This part o f the report will focus on the 
creation of a Japanese architecture, an architecture with 
Japanese characteristics. The chronological discussion, 
from the end of WWII to the 1990s, does not assume a 
linear evolutionary development of the Japanese archi
tecture, i.e., from low level to high level. It only reveals 
how the Japanese express their traditions in different 
times.

Brief Historical Background

Historically Japan's international contact was mainly 
with China, which lasted about ten centuries. Japan, 
however, opened its ports towards the West three times 
in the past. The first opening was during the sixteenth 
century when Portuguese missionaries arrived and this 
marked its first contact with the West. After fifty years 
of this opening, Japan closed its ports and isolated itself 
again from the rest o f the world, fearing that the Western 

influence would reduce its ability to control the people.

The dialogue between East and West started again in
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Japan in mid-nineteen century. With the Meiji Restora

tion in 1868, Japan opened its door once again to the rest 
of the world after more than 200 years o f isolation. Due 

to the influence from the West, Japan modified all its 

social system including its constitution to adapt to those 

of Western Europe. With this opening o f policies, Japan 

astonishingly found itself far behind the West in many 

fields especially science and technology. The Japanese 

were eager to catch up with the West in the most 
diversified fields including architecture. They invited 

Western theoreticians and technical expertise to come to 

Japan. Around 1930, Japan again closed its door and 

turned its back against the West until World War II. The 

third opening happened in 1945 after Japan was de
feated. And once again Japan began to adopt various 

aspects of Western culture.

The influence o f Western architecture in Japan started 

with the activities o f foreign architects and the feverish 

learning of the Japanese. Several Western architectural 

theoreticians and technical experts were invited to Ja
pan. Among them the Englishman Joshiah Conder, the 

Frenchman C. de Boinville, the Italian C. V. Capelletti, 

and the German Hermann Ende were the most promi

nent. Conder served as the first professor o f architecture 

at the Tokyo Technical College (now the Architectural 
Department of the University o f Tokyo). These foreign
ers brought a Western architectural system and educa

tional system to Japan. At the same time the Japanese 

also showed their eagerness to learn from the West. 

Some young Japanese students traveled and worked in 

the West and others studied at Tokyo Technical College. 

The first generation of Western-type architects: Kingo 

Tatsuno, Otokuma Katayama, Tatsuno Sone, and



49

Schichijiro Sadate were all graduates o f this school. 
Within ten years, designing of Western style buildings 

passed from the hands o f foreign architects to the Japa
nese, and teaching o f architecture from Conder to the 

graduates o f the School.1 The goal o f the young Japa
nese architects was not to adopt Western architecture 

but to make good use of foreign knowledge at home. As 

Teijiro Muramatsu points out, what the Japanese needed 

at that time was the new materials and techniques of the 

West not their spirit.2 Their honest slogan, “Japanese 

spirit and Western knowledge” (Wakonyosai in Japa
nese) clearly expressed their desire to create a Japanese 

architecture.3 Kingo Tatsuno, the leading figure o f the 

first generation, also dreamed of developing a Japanese 

style of architecture unique unto itself.4 The Western 

construction methods and building technologies were 

transplanted to Japanese soil. Modem materials such as 

steel, reinforced concrete, brick, and glass begun to 

appear in Japan. The Wakonyosai recipe proved unsat
isfactory in the nineteenth century when applied to the 

introduction o f Western building techniques because, as 

Teijiro Muramatsu points out, style and techniques are 

related.5 Inevitably the Wakonyosai recipe created 

imitation even replicas o f Neoclassical and Eclectic 

architecture.

1. Noboru Kawazoe, Contemporary Japa
nese A rchitecture, K okusai Bunka  
Shinkokai, Tokyo, 1965, p. 15.
2. Teijiro Muramatsu, “The Course o f  
Modem Japanese Architecture”, The Ja
pan Architect, June 1965, p. 45.
3. Ibid.
4. Op. cit., 1.
5. O p .cit.,2 .

The period, from the turn of the twentieth century to the 

end o f World War II, was one of the most difficult and 

complex periods in the history of Japanese architecture. 

The Japanese architects were facing the problem of 

having to re-examine how Japanese architecture should 

develop. During this period all kinds o f theories and 

trends opposed and clashed. It was the experiment o f  

that period that paved the way for the new Japanese
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architecture that emerged after the World War II.

.4.1
Parliament Building 
Tokyo. 1936
A replica of European Eclectic Style

4.2
Tokyo Imperial Museum 
Tokyo. 1937
Modem Western architecture with tradi
tional Japanese roof

The first trend at that time was to copy the forms of  

Western buildings with its newly acquired technology 

and building skill. The parliament building was the 

product of this trend and it reflects the overall technical 
skill in prewar Japanese architecture (4.1).

The second trend emphasized the structural and engi

neering aspect. The introduction of concrete and steel 

technology had a great influence on the architects. They 

started to limit their role as designers of external style 

and decoration while the skeleton o f a building was built 

by structural engineer. The greater Kanto earthquake in 

1923 which destroyed most o f Tokyo including many 

newly completed buildings further enforced the role 

which structure played in building design. The survival 

of reinforced concrete and steel structure designed by 

structural engineers showed that “architecture is not an 

art”. Engineers were actually the architects.

6. Op.cit., l ,p .  19.
7. Botond Bognar, Contemporary Japa
nese Architecture. VNR Company. New  
York. 1985. p. 81.

The third trend was the development o f a nationalistic 

architecture. The political situation in 1930, which fi

nally lead to fascism, created and conduced the growth 

o f a new nationalistic architectural ideology. The lead

ing figure of this trend, Chuta Ito maintained that since 
Japan belongs to Asia, new Asian-Japanese construc

tions should be designed, and "a Japanese style founded 

in oriental taste" became the criteria in judging compe
tition entries for public building. This nationalistic ex

treme produced many reinforced-concrete buildings 

that resemble traditional wooden houses (4.2).6 This 

trend is also known as Imperial Roof Style.7
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4.3
The Sogo Department Store 
Osaka, 1935
A duplicat o f  Western Modem Architec
ture

The International Architectural Style was the fourth 

trend at that time. The Japan International Architectural 
Association was founded in 1929in response to Gropius’s 

demand for an “International Architecture”.8 Some ar

chitects produced truly International Style based on the 

latest achievements o f contemporary European archi
tecture (4.3). While promoting internationalism in its 
program, the association did not reject a genuine local

ism. In his essay "A Suggestion for International Archi

tecture", Yuldchi Kono advocated the creation o f an 

architecture which can be applied universally by reex
amining Japanese traditional architecture from the stand 

point o f modem architecture.9

The above is a brief outline o f the major architectural 

trends in Japan prior to the World War II.

The Second World War left Japanese cities in ruins. 

Reconstruction works naturally became the first priority 

for the architects. A  large number of urgent works 

needed to be constructed and therefore quantity was 

number one. This time the international modem archi

tecture again gained ground and won wide acceptance 

for a short period o f time.

From the 1860s untill the 1950s, Japanese architects, 
like their countrymen in industry, had been concerned 

mainly with learning the ways of the West. It is impor

tant to note that the Japanese always modified the 

imported foreign social, culture and political system, be 

they Chinese or Western, and then incorporate them to 

their own traditions. Starting from the late 50s, Japanese 

architects, like the Japanese nation itself, began to seek 

9! Op. c f c  1.' p‘ 3L  an appropriate identity, trying to balance its historical



52

tradition with the foreign invasion o f modem architec
ture. The Japanese architects started to rethink their 

tradition and the creation o f a new J apanese architecture. 
They made valuable exploration in the creation of a 

nationalistic architecture and their experience is a valu
able asset for other developing nations to reference.

The following is a tentative analysis o f the development 

of a contemporary Japanese architecture from early 50s 
to today. In this part, typical works from leading archi

tects will be analyzed. The selected architects were/are 
assuming leading roles at times and their design theory 

and works were/are representing some trends in Japa

nese architecture. It should be kept in mind that works 

from the selected architects do not represent overall 
contemporary Japanese architecture. As I stated in the 

beginning, the Big Five controls more than one third of 

all construction in Japan and most works from those 

companies are no different from their Western counter

parts.

The lineage of contemporary Japanese architecture after 

WWII is surprisingly clear and simple. From the 20th 
century master, Le Corbusier this linkage extended to 

Kunio Maekawa and Junzo Sakakura, who studied un

der and worked with Corbusier. From Maekawa it 
extended to Tange, who learned genuine knowledge of 

Modem architecture from Maekawa in his years of 

practice in Maekawa’s office, although they are the same 

generation. From Tange it extends to Kisho Kurokawa, 

Arata Isozaki, and Fumihiko Maid, who were all stu

dents o f Tange and are still playing leading roles in 

today’s Japanese architectural scene. This linkage does 

not assume a linear evolution of Japanese architecture,
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from a lower level to a higher level. It only shows that 

the older generation influences the younger generation.

After the WWII, the third generation o f Japanese archi
tects resumed its role in the reconstructions.10 Kunio 

Maekawa, Junzo Sakakura, and Kenzo Tange, recog

nized as the leaders o f postwar Japanese architecture, 

started their real careers.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF 
MAEKAWA, SAKAKURA & TANGE  

From 1950s-1970s

10. According to Kurokawa, from Meiji 
Restoration to 70s, Japanese architects 
could be divided into four generations. 
The first generation introduced a modem  
educational system to replace the old ap
prentice system o f  carpenters and other 
construction workers by establishing a 
national engineering school. The second 
generation was from the successful 
achievement o f  an industrial revolution to 
the end o f  WWII. The third generation 
really started their creative work after the 
WWII (In this report: Kunio Maekawa, 
Junzo Sakakura, and Kenzo Tange). The 
fourth generation started their fresh archi
tectural career after the war (In this report: 
Arata Isozaki, Kisho Kurokawa, and 
Fimihiko Maki).

The Second World War left most Japanese cities in 

ruins. There were immense and urgent needs for houses 

and public buildings. Reconstruction work naturally 

become the main task of the day for architects. The large 

number o f urgent works meant that quantity won over 

quality. It was at that time that International modem 

architecture gained ground and won wide acceptance 

without resistance because of the situation created by 

the war.

The CIAM resumed its activities after the war. The 

CIAM held its sixth congress, the first meetings after the 

war in Bridgewater, England in 1947 and the seventh in 

Bergamo, Italy in 1949. The eighth congress was held 

in London in 1951 which focused on the problem of 

developing new cities and new community centers. The 

Japanese team, represented by Maekawa, Tange, and 

Yoshizaka, participated in the CIAM meeting for the 

first time. Tange introduced his plan for reconstruction 

of Hiroshima to the West. The increasingly active par
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-------

4.4
Plan and perspective 
National Museum o f Western Art

ticipation of Japanese architects in the international 
forum further helped the importation o f modem archi

tecture into Japan.

The strong influence of Le Corbusier is very evident in 

the works o f Kunio Maekawa and Junzo Sakakura, the 

two leading architects during that time in Japan. Both of 

them had worked for Le Corbusier's Paris office for 

several years before the war. Under the arrangement of 

Maekawa and Sakakura, their master, Le Corbusier 

came to Tokyo to design the National Museum of 
Western Art (4.4). The Museum was built by Maekawa 

and Sakakura. Far from being one of Corbusier's master 

pieces, it reflects many of Corbusier's ideas and the 

doctrine o f modem architecture. The museum influ

enced a lot of contemporary Japanese architects includ

ing Maekawa and Sakakura.

Kunio Maekawa & Junzo Sakakura

Maekawa (b. 1905) was the most courageous architect 

in the introduction of modem architecture into Japan. He 

graduated from the Department of Architecture of To
kyo Imperial University in 1928, where classic Western 

and traditional Japanese styles were still the core courses. 
Form 1928 to 1930 he worked for Le Corbusier for 

almost three years in Paris. At Le Corbusier's Office he 

learned the genuine knowledge of Modem Architecture 

from the master. Modem architecture and its rational 

doctrine made him believe that this would be the future 

of Japanese architecture. His experience in Le Corbusier’s 
Office had tremendous impact on his later practice in 

Japan. He went back to Japan in 1930 and worked at
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Antonin Raymond’s architecture office in Tokyo until 

1935. He established Kunio Maekawa, Architects and 

Associates after he left Raymond’s Office. He received 
an award from the Japan Architects Association for his 

contribution to the development o f modem architecture 

in 1968.

Maekawa's architecture is consistently based on the 

International Style. Before World War II, he submitted 

numerous entries to many architectural competitions 

and his entries were often rejected because his works 

were not in harmony with the "Japanese style based on 

the oriental taste". Maekawa had long been negative 

towards the national tradition o f Japan. In answering 

nationalist criticism on his non-Japanese design in the 

1930s, Maekawa said: "You request something Japa

nese. But this modem architecture is as Japanese as the 

battleships o f the Imperial Navy of which you are 
proud".11 After World War n, Maekawa continued his 

International Style practice with the incorporation of 

some structural experts. He believed that his mission 

was to plant modem architecture into Japan, and this 

belief was powerfully expressed in his work (4.5), 

which is obviously subject to modem architecture's 

ruling belief. He took the European master's working 

method and artistic approach as his model. Yasufumi 
Kijima described that Maekawa's design methodology 
rested on the two ideas.

1. Affirmation of a projection of himself into the future

11. Noboru Kawazoe, Contemporary 
Japanese Architecture, Tokyo Kokusai
Bunka Shinkokai, 1965, p. 32.

2. Supremacy o f rational solutions12

12. Yasufumi Kijima, "In the Distance on 
the Horizon", The Japan Architect, April 
1978, p. 39.

Around early 1960s Maekawa started to recognize the 

significance o f traditional architecture and began to



4.5
Competition entry for
The National Congress Library
Tokyo, 1954

4.6
The protruding roof and wick veranda 
under the cave in traditional architecture
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incorporate them in his designs. His Tokyo Metropoli
tan Hall (4.7) and Kyoto Hall (4.8) clearly shows this 

tendency. The unfinished rough concrete surface and 

the plastic quality all remind people of Le Corbusier’s 

works, the Chapel in Ronchamp and Chandigarh. The 

sturdy reinforced concrete post-and-beam structure, the 

long stretching balconies, the protruding arched cor

nices, however, all suggest elements from traditional 
Japanese architecture (4.6).

Like Kunio Maekawa, Sakakura (b. 1904) was also one 

of the leading architects during this period. Sakakura 

completed his studies at Tokyo Imperial University in 

1927. From 1931 to 1936 he worked as an assistant in Le 

Corbusier’s office in Paris. During the years in France, 
he mastered orthodox modem architecture under one of 

its greatest leaders. Just like Maekawa, most of his 

works were heavily influenced by Le Corbusier. "He is 

respected as the Japanese architect who best embodies 

the architectural ideas for which Le Corbusier stood".13 

Sakakura, however, did not simply copy his master’s 

style. The long sought synthesis of Japanese traditions 

and imported modem architecture appeared in his work.

13. Ryuichi Hamaguchi, "A Profile o f  
Junzo Sakakura", The Japan Architect, 
Nov. 1966, p. 16.
14. Kazuhiko Namba, "Junzo Sakakura in 
Outline", Sakakura Associates , Process 
Architecture .N o 110 (1991),p .29.

Sakakura claimed that the Japanese variant of Modem 

architecture was not the result of a conscious methodol
ogy, but a result o f something unconscious running 

through the body o f the Japanese.14 He "Japanized" the 
modem language which he learned from Le Corbusier 

by filtering it with his own, inherent Japanese sensibil

ity.

Kamakura Museum (4.11) was a further development of 

the Japanese pavilion for the Paris Exposition (4.10). It
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4.9
Kaisura Imperial Villa

4.10
Japanese Pavilion 
Paris Exposition 
Paris, 1937

was the first modem building designed by a Japanese 

architect after the war. The plan layout, the simple 

geometrical forms, the pilotis, the ribbon window, and 

the elevated mass all clearly show vocabularies and 

techniques from Corbusier. The setting, the slender 

columns, and the terrace, on the other hand, all suggest 
sukiya architecture typically represented by the Katsura 

Imperial Palace (4.9). It was an experiment o f modem 

architecture fused with traditional Japanese elements.

At Hiraoka City Hall (4.12), Sakakura still used Corbu's 

vocabularies. The curved extended roof and the en

trance canopy, however, suggest a traditional curved 

roof.

At Kure City Hall (4.13) Sakakura juxtaposed modem  

architecture with traditional elements. He employed 

two different solutions in the same building complex 

which generates a tension between East and West. For 

the cultural and auditorium block he used softer circular 

and spiral wall structures which clearly suggest 

Corbusier’s influence and his Chapel in Rochamp. The 

high rise office block is a clear and simple post-and- 
beam construction. The cantilevered balcony more or 

less suggests the concept o f engawa found in traditional 
architecture.

Critical Comments

The true spirit o f modem architecture was brought to 

Japan by those who studied under Le Corbusier, Walter 

Gropius, and Frank Llyod Wright and really mastered 

the theory and principles o f modem architecture.
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4.11
Kamakura Museum o f Modem Art 
Kamakura. 1951

4.12
Kure City Hall 
Kure, 1962
The curves suggest Japanese roof

4.13
Hiraoka City Hall 
Hiraoka, 1964
The juxtaposition o f  Western (circular & 
spiral) and Japanese (Rostand beam) form.
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4.14
Saitama Prcfcctural Museum 
1971

4.15
Kumamoto Prefectural Museum 
Kumamoto, 1977

Maekawa and Sakakura were two of the most important 

architects among them.

International style is an unavoidable, necessary, and 

transitional step towards the creation of a nationalistic 

architecture in many developing nations. First they 

accept the International style because it represents ad

vanced Western science and technology. It is the sym
bol o f Western civilization. Gradually people started to 

realize that house is a house, not a machine to live in. It 

is through this step that people realize their traditions 

and the need for the creation of an nationalistic architec
ture.

Maekawa's earlier works were almost copies o f those of 

Corbusier’s and they were in the main stream o f the 

International style. After many years' unswerving prac

tice o f Modem architecture, Maekawa started to incor
porate Japanese traditional elements in his works in the 

1960s (4.7,4.8). In the 1970s, he did partially deviate 

from his previous standards, although the underlying 

design concepts, ways o f handling forms, and functional 

and spatial arrangement still reflected the doctrine of 

Modem architecture. S aitama Prefectural Museum (4.14) 

and Kumamoto Prefectural Art Museum (4.15) are two 

buildings he designed in the 70s. The long preferred 

unfinished concrete surfaces were replaced by brick 

tiles. The buildings started to respond to the surround
ing environment.

It seemed that Sakakura was aware of Japanese tradition 

when he was designing the Japanese Pavilion at the Paris 

Exhibition. It was Sakakura who proceed a step further 

in the creation of Japanese architecture. His work may
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have served as an important inspiration for Tange, who 

uses modem technology and material to express tradi
tional form.

KENZO TANGE

When Japanese architects turned their eyes to the rest of 
the world in 1950s, they did not find any difference 

between their newly built architecture and those of 

other countries. Some o f them started to re-examine the 

direction of the development of contemporary Japanese 

architecture since 1945. Kenzo Tange was the most 
important architect during this period. He introduced the 

idea o f contemporary international modem architecture 

blended with traditional Japanese formal elements, and 

thus pushed the pre-war nationalist movement, “Japa
nese spirit and Western technology”, to a higher level.

Tange (b. 1913) studied at the Department o f Architec
ture o f Tokyo University. After graduation he worked 
for Kunio Maekawa for four years. It was withMaekawa 

that he increased his knowledge of ideas and principles 

of modem architecture. In 1949 he won the open com

petition o f Hiroshima Peace Museum, which consoli

dated his reputation as the leading architect o f that time. 
Tange was also a great educator. The three most impor
tant architects today: Kurokawa, Isozaki, and Maki 

were all students o f his and worked for him.

In his early years, Tange advocated accepting the 

tradition unquestioningly. At the discussion of tradition 

and reality in Japan in his article "Creation in Present- 

day Architecture and the Japanese Tradition", he stated
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that "we must conclude therefore tradition must first be 

recognized and acknowledged".15 At the same time he 

opposed copying historical style. He considered tradi

tions as something very much alive and is able to 

confront and transcend.16 Tange criticized the modem 

movement in the Europe by saying that “In Europe, 
modernity has generally tended to destroy tradition, 
though there are some weak links between the two”.17

Post-war Japanese architecture was almost dominated 

by Tange. His earlier works reveal that he was attempt
ing to express Japanese tradition in Modem Architec
ture. 2From 1950s to early 1970s he expressed Japanese 
traditions in two ways: Japanese expression and Japa

nese symbolism18. The following part discusses his 

theory and analyzes his techniques in expressing Japa
nese traditions.

Japanese Expression

15. Robin Boyd, Kenzo Tange , George 
Braziller, N ew York, 1962, p. 117.
16. Chisaburoh F. Yamada, Dialogue in 
the art - Japan and the W est, Kodansha 
International Ltd., 1976, p.288.
17. Ibid.
18. Philip Drew, TheArddtecture ofArata 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, New York, 1982, 
p. 4.

In the 50s and early 60s Tange used post-and-beam 

structure as his vocabulary to express Japanese tradi
tion. The post-and-beam system is a significant element 
in traditional architecture, which has a lot of similarities 

to modem reinforced concrete structure. With modem 

material and technology, Tange powerfully expressed 

this tradition o f a wooden culture. He interpreted the 
post-and-beam structure as the spirit o f traditional Japa

nese architecture and the symbol of contemporary Japa

nese architecture. The intimate scale o f traditional post- 
and-beam structure was copied and gradually blown up 

by Tange to a colossal one. Tange stated the social 

influence on his architecture:
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In 50s Japan had not yet entered the industrialization process, 

many people were nostalgic for the past I m yself took part in 

the general effort to discover good things in the Japanese 

tradition.19

Hiroshima Peace Park (4.16) is Tange's first significant 
work after the War. Tange won the commission through 

a nation-wide competition. The complex was laid out 
along a straight axis with the museum in the front as a 

symbolic gate flanked by a community center and an 

assembly hall. The Peace Park clearly suggest Tange’s 

intention and association. The elevated concrete struc
ture by columns, the unfinished rough surfaces, open 

plan, glass walls, sun breakers, and the simple form all 

suggest Corbusian aesthetics and his apartment house in 

Marseille. The spatial organization o f the park, how

ever, resembles that of the ancient Ise Shrine where the 
main building stands at the center and is flanked east and 

west by treasure repositories. The museum’s form and 

its pilotis resembles closely both the elevated structure 

of the Ise Shrine and the Shoso-in (4.19), a repository in 

the precincts of Nara. The horizontally and vertically 

exposed pillars and beams generate the taste o f tradi

tional Japanese post-and-beam structure.

19. KenzoTange, "Expressing the Mature 
Communications Society”,The Japan Ar
chitect, Nov-Dec 1983, p. 8.

With its glass wall and simple rectangular geometric 

form, Tokyo City Hall appears to be a Miesan style 

building at first glance (4.17). Tange Japanized this 

modem architecture. First o f all, the idea of this Hall was 

taken from the Imperial Palace in Kyoto (3.6). The 

foundation o f the Palace is a system of a pile-supported 

platform floor. Tange interpreted the footing or pilotis as 

the mezzanine in the Tokyo City Hall. Secondly, the 

similarity of the two buildings lies essentially in the core
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Plan of Hiroshima Peace Park (left) 
a. Memorial; b. Auditorium; c. Museum; 
d. Community Center; e . Park 
Layout o f Ise Shrine 
inner or naiku compound (right)

Spatial analysis diagram

Memorial Museum 
Hiroshima Peace Park

Elevation o f Shoden 
Ise Shrine

4.16
Hiroshima Peace Park 
Hiroshima, 1956
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The Core System
Tokyo City Hall & Shishinden

i V a J

Spatial analysis diagram o f  
Tokyo city Hall and Shishinden

Perspective

4.17
Tokyo City Hall 
Tokyo, 1957
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systems besides the pilotis and elevated floor. The style 
of the Imperial Palace is based on the pattern of 
Shinden-suzuki. As has been pointed out in an earlier 

chapter, in this style the interior and exterior spaces 

were integrated. A core system in its central palace 
(Shishinderi) was formed and wide eaves extends well 
beyond the building on all sides . Similarly, Tange 

placed all the service spaces in the center and office 

spaces around, forming a core system. Tange further 

covered all the external surface with glass. In contrast to 
Mies's glass box which emphasis plane surfaces, Tange's 

Tokyo City Hall stresses line which is a distinguishing 

character o f traditional Japanese architecture. In Shinden- 
suzuki and Japanese houses, under the long projected 

eaves, glass does not reflect the sky but a kind of 

transparent nothingness and the interior o f the house 

may be clearly observed. Covered by the cantilevered 

balconies, the glass walls of Tokyo City Hall lost their 

function as a surface and the whole lost its crystal image. 
The balcony covered space is very similar to the engawa 

of traditional houses (4.6). Tange finally used a broad 

flight o f stairs which leads pedestrians directly to the 

entrance on the open mezzanine floor, and he admits that 

the prototype was the Old Imperial Palace in Kyoto 

(3.6).

Kagawa Prefectural Government Office (4.18) was 

Tange's climax of expressing a traditional post-and- 
beam system. The modem reinforced concrete building 

appears to be a multi-storied post and beam timber 

structure. Tange clearly stated his intention:

W e sought for artistic form in the concrete beams (rafter). Also 

w e intended to emphasize the traditional beauty o f the bare



Kagawa Prcfectural Government Office 
and traditional wooden post and beam 
architecture

Plan and elevation

4.18
Kagawa Prcfectural Government Office, 
Takamatsu, 1958
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surface as the essential character in Japanese architecture.20

In order to adopt a form that generates the impression o f  

a traditional wooded structure, Tange intentionally made 

the pillars and beams more slender than what they 

naturally should be. Consequently, the timber effect o f 

the concrete derived, mainly from the appearance o f 

carpentry technique in the articulate details - the cross

ing o f the beams, and the slender columns. The whole 

block is surrounded on each floor by a cantilevered 

balcony, forming a transitional space similar to engawa 

found in traditional architecture. Tange further placed 

this "concrete wooden structure" in a Japanese garden 

environment with water and rugged stones. By so doing, 

the architecture justified its environment and vice versa. 
Tange was criticized for being over-influenced by the 

beauty of traditional Japanese architecture. The Kagawa 

Government Office, however, showed his dedication to 

expressing Japanese identity in modem architecture.

Kurashiki City Hall (4.19) was another of Tange's 

important works during that period. The whole building 

looks like a huge concrete rendition of the old azekura- 
zukuri store house with interlocking wooden log struc

ture. The beams were laid upon one another in a log- 
cabin style to form outer walls. Tange, however, in
tended to create something spiritually Japanese, not a 

Japanese storehouse appearance.

20. Nobom  Kawazoc, Contemporary 
Japanese Architecture, p. 56. This 
statment is for competition entry for Na
tional Diet Library which is the prototype 
o f  Kagawa City Hall.

. .  .tradition is like a catalyst; it can simulate or hasten creative 

activity, but not a trace o f  it remains in the finished product. 

The fact that the building nevertheless is the reminiscent o f old 

Japanese warehouse in the log-cabin style was not anticipated. 

It only shows that w e are still in the process o f crystalliza-
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Shoso-in Treasury 
Nara, 756

Detail o f Japanese farm house

4.19
Kurashiki City Hall 
Kurashiki. 1960
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lion.21

Japanese Symbolism

Starting from the 60s, Tange gradually shifted from the 

earlier concrete representation of a traditional trabeation 

system to a more abstract and symbolic one. There is no 

doubt that this shift shows an incremental level of 
abstraction, not only from one style to another. The 

reason behind this shift, as Tange explained, was tech
nology. New technology was consistently used in the 
construction industry. “We are eager to discover what 
would be possible if modem technologies were applied 

to the maximum".22 Tange called this period Japanese 

Modernism and his theme in this period was expressing 

the reality o f Japan, which is a matured industry society.

21. Paolo Riano, Kenzo Tange, The 
Hamlyn Publishing Group Limited, 1970, 
quoted by Paolo Riano, p. 18.
22. Kenzo Tange, "Expressing the Mature 
Commuications Society", The Japan Ar- 
c/u7ect,November-December, 1983, p. 8.

The Tokyo Olympic S tadium (4.20) is Tange's represen
tative work of this period . There is no doubt that the 

stadium is a product of a logical analysis of function, 
structure and engineering efficiency. It is also a sym

bolic image of traditional architecture from the view of 

pure visual composition. Tange and his team shaped and 

adjusted its form for a long time, not only because of 

structural or functional reasons but also aesthetical 

reasons for creating an traditional image. The structure 

is reinforced concrete with high tensile cable and steel 

suspension roofs. The impressive forms and the soft 
arch obviously suggest the image o f a traditional farm 

house. The plan with its fluid quality, also reminds us of 
mitsutomoe , the traditional symbol o f Japan. Here 

technology and abstract symbolic traditional form is 

fused together, generating a highly harmonious unity.



Plan
Olympic Sports Stadium

Mitsutomoe
tradtioanl Japanese symbol

Perspective
Olympic Sports Stadium

Traditional farm house

4.20
Olympic Sports Stadium 
Tokyo, 1964
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Tokyo Olympic Stadium provided a suitable climax of 

architectural vision in which Tange deftly traced the 

history o f Japanese architecture. Thereafter, he started 

to express what he called new form and departed from 

the path he previously advocated. In the 70s, his large- 
scale works were primarily abroad and Japan had be

come a limited sphere for his activity.

Critical Comments

Tange’s major contribution to Japanese architecture in 
the 1950s and 60s was to make people aware of their 

traditions.

During that period, most o f the Japanese architects were 

transplanting the Western International Style into Ja

pan. Tange, apparently influenced by Le Corbusier, did 

not simply follow or copy this International trend. He 

successfully created a Japanese variant of International 

Style.

Tange's architecture during this period imbued the mod
em structural and construction techniques with a subtle 

but pervasive Japanese expression. Tange's techniques 

were simple and straightforward. Modem architecture, 
be it city hall, government office, or stadium, was 
molded into the image of traditional wooden post-and- 

beam structures such as Katsura Imperial Villa and Ise 

Shrine or the image of traditional farm houses. For him 

Japanizadon o f modem architecture meant the imposi

tion o f a traditional Japanese expression on Corbusian 

aesthetics. For Tange to generate a traditional image was 

his paramount goal. Structural and functional needs
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were even subdued to this goal. For instance the volume 

of visible concrete could be reduced by half without any 
fear o f the balconies' collapsing.23

Tange seemed to understand that simply copying tradi

tional form is only a direct quote. It conveys a simple 

message. It allows for no other, more personal, indi
vidual, or pluralistic interpretation.

I do not believe that tradition as such can either be preserved 

or converted into creative drive. If the smell o f  tradition is 

noticeable in my w orks. . .  it is because our creative abilities 

have not flowered, because w e are still in the transition o f  

toward creativity. I have no desire whatever to have my work 

appear traditional.24

Obviously Tange did not achieve the proposed goal.

23. Robin Boyd, Kenzo Tange, George 
Braziller, N ew York, 1962, p. 33.
24. Ibid., p. 15.
25. Op. cit., 22.

Starting from the late 1970s, Tange, as a master of 

Japanese architecture, departed from what he sought 
and advocated in the 50s and 60s. Tange seemed to have 

lost his creative vitality and his previous eagerness and 

emotion to create Japanese architecture was replaced by 

the International Style. Tange has never committed 

himself to Post-modernism, instead he considered it as 
a labyrinth, with no destination, no exit and without 
hope. He started to find ways to sever his ties with 

tradition, creating what he called the "New Form". He 

considered tradition as a catalyst triggering a chemical 
change; it should disappear after the chemical action is 

performed. The philosophical thinking behind this radi

cal change is, as he stated, “modernist architecture is 

already taking root in Japanese soil and there is no need 

to clothe it in traditionalism”.25 He also rejects all
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criticism that questions Modernism's claim to universal
ity. "If affirmation of reality is Modernism it is conso
nant with the demands imposed by the information 

society. And perhaps seeking ways to express it in 

architecture is a kind of Modernism".26 27 International 
Style again becomes his primary concern. Quite differ

ent from the 1960s Tange started to reject any use o f 

traditional elements and any linkage with traditional 

images in the design o f exterior form. He started to 

create ciystal image and dressed his buildings in mirror 

glass. Architecture for him is something without inter
national boundaries. He denied the linkage between 

space and climate and natural conditions and claimed 

“space itself is fundamentally international".22 In his 

overseas projects in regions such as Middle East, 

Africa, and Southeast Asia, he made no distinction 

between Japan and other nations. “I built in any other 

countries the same kinds of things I would have built in 
Japan”.28

This is no doubt that Tange made an outstanding contri

bution to the development o f contemporary Japanese 

architecture in the 50s and 60s. His latest building 

projects (4.21, 4.22) suggest that he has taken a step 

backward. His first prize-winning entry for Tokyo City 

Hall (4.23) in 1986 is no exception. Tange himself 

considers this design reflected the nature o f today's 

information society, which means basic forms, spaces, 

and appearances still must be logical. Design o f purely 

arbitrary nature can not be expected to last long.29

26. Ibid.27. Ibid.
28. Ibid.,p. 9.
29. Kenzo Tange, "Recollection", The 
Japan Architect, June 1986, p. 13.
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4.23
Tokyo City Hall

THE ARCHITECTURE OF  

KUROKAWA, ISOZAKI & MAKI 

From 1960s-1980s

Starting from the 70’s Tange's unchallenged role started 

to decline. The younger generation of Japanese archi
tects, represented by Kisho Kurokawa, Arata Isozaki, 
and Fumihiko Maki, were and still are assuming the 

leading role in the Japanese architectural scene. All the 

three were elite of Tokyo University and students of 

post-World War II master, Kenzo Tange. They were 

independently responsible for some of the finest public 

works in Japan in the last twenty years.

They formed different theories, used different tech

niques and consequently they expressed Japanese tradi
tion in different ways. Different from Tange's literal 

reiteration of traditional form, they started to express 

Japanese tradition in an abstract and symbolic way. 
Their design theory and practice strongly influenced the 

development of contemporary Japanese architecture.

KISHO KUROKAWA  

The Theory of Symbiosis

30. Kisho Kurokawa, "Towards the Evo
cation o f Meaning", The Japan Architect, 
August, 1989, p. 8.

I called thesystem of values based on the symbiosis o f different 

cultures the philosophy o f  symbiosis. What I conceive as 

architecture based on the philosophy o f symbiosis is created by 

being deeply rooted in one's own history and culture and at the 

same time making positive efforts to incorporate elements 

from heterogeneous cultures into the work.^®

This is Kurokawa's statement about his philosophy of
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Symbiosis. Kurokawa (b. 1934) studied architecture at 

Kyoto University in 1957. After graduation he went to 

Tokyo University where he studied and worked under 

Tange for his Doctor’s degree. He established Kisho 

Kurokawa Architects and Associates in 1962 and he 

completed his Doctor’s degree in 1964 at Tokyo Univer
sity.

Symbiosis is an ecological and biological concept which 
means co-existence. It is not foreign to the Japanese 

since Japanese culture is a culture o f symbiosis.

The philosophy of consciousness of MahayanaBuddhism 

claims that “we are neither existence nor nonexistence 

and that we can attain enlightenment by rejecting such 

dualisms as existence and nonexistence”31. This third 

state is the manifestation o f something more fundamen

tal than either. This fundamental something is the store
house consciousness. The stage could be a creative and 

thinking state. It is this culture that inspired Kurokawa’s 

architectural theory o f symbiosis.

Kurokawa borrowed the concept of symbiosis and rein
terpreted it in his architectural practice. It puts forward 

ideas developed from traditional Japanese philosophy 

and culture, while continually acknowledging the pres
ence o f our multivalent contemporary world.

31. Kisho Kurokawa, Intercultural Ar
chitecture, The Philosophy o f Symbiosis, 
The American Instituleof ArchitectsPress, 
1991, p .112 .

Based on the theory o f Symbiosis, Kurokawa made a 

unique contribution to the creation o f intercultural ar
chitecture. It is one o f the most important tools in 

architecture to reflect today’s multi-faced culture, as 
argued by Kurokawa. "It is a philosophy o f 'both-and' 

rather than 'either-or', a practice of mix and match rather
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than creation from scratch, an ethic of inclusion rather 

than exclusion."32

Contemporary architecture is dominated by Western 

ideology. Kurokawa challenged it and proposed the 
reevaluation o f Eastern tradition. In the Philosophy of 

Symbiosis he advocated that “we will recognize each 

other’s different personalities while competing, we will 
co-operate while we oppose and criticize each other".33 

Today’s architectural realm is a kaleidoscope where 

there no simple answer of yes or no. Kurokawa advo
cated the creation of a third state, neither yes nor no, as 

the answer.

Kurokawa's Symbiosis Philosophy in architecture could 

be summarized into three major parts: the symbiosis o f  

interior and exterior, the symbiosis o f past and present, 

and the symbiosis of different cultures.

Symbiosis of Interior and Exterior

32. Charles Jencks, Forward io t Inter cul
tural Architecture, op. cit., 31, p. 6.
33. Ibid., p. 9.

The Western concept o f the public square, from the 

Greek agora to the Italian Renaissance piazza, has taken 

the form o f strictly defined, uncovered open spaces 

surrounded by public buildings (4.24). Traditional Japa
nese cities do not have public squares or plazas, but the 

residential street or roji has served the same purpose 
(3.34). The streets of Kyoto, for instance, belong to the 

residents on both sides as a public community space. All 
the houses, shops, and workshops were built to face 

upon the street and the street functions like a Western 

public square. Three types of facade were developed: 
renji (windows with wooden parallel batons), agedana 

(built in bench-like porches), and noren (the cloth cur-
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tains) and they all became standard in the design of such 

urban architecture. They all performed the function of 

blurring the boundary between the private interior and 

exterior and constituting only a transparent barrier be

tween the private and public worlds although those three 

types of facades looked very different. The street thus 

was in constant dialogue with the buildings that faced it 

on both sides. It played dual roles, at times becoming 

extensions o f private living and at others providing a 

forum for public activities. The face of the street changed 

with time, throughout the day, following the pace of 

human activity. It was a symbiotic space between 

public and private. Engawa in traditional architecture is 

a symbiotic space between interior and exterior.

Based on his Theory o f Symbiosis of interior and exte

rior, Kurokawa created a transitional intermediate space 

between interior and exterior in several o f his projects. 
Fukuoka Bank (4.26) is one o f his earlier projects which 

expresses the theory o f Symbiosis of interior and exte
rior. In this project, Kurokawa created a huge covered 

but open space beneath the eaves similar to the space o f  

engawa found in traditional architecture. This urban 
engawa is the symbiosis o f interior and exterior. In this 

space the natural elements such as trees, flowers, and 

bushes and street furniture such as sculptures, benches, 

and street lights create the sense of an outdoor space; at 

the same time the urban eaves create the sense o f an 
indoor space. The transparent barrier created by the 

curtain wall further increases the mutual penetration 

between the interior space and this engawa -like space 

and thus enforced its role as an intermediate space.

The engawa space in Fukuoka Bank could be described
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Isometric view

Conceptural diagram

Urban engawa and 
traditional engawa

4.25
Home Office o f Fukuoka Bank 
Fukuoka. 1975
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as enclosed exterior while the entrance o f the Red Cross 

Building (4.26) is a liberated exterior. Kurokawa con

ceived the lobby as a transitional space between interior 

and exterior. In order to produce the sense o f continua
tion of exterior space into the lobby, Kurokawa created 

a psychological reversal of awareness o f the interior and 
exterior. In the lobby space the glass roof permits the 

mutual penetration of exterior and interior and thus 

decreased the interior atmosphere o f the lobby. The 

cladding material from the exterior, red granite, was 

carried into the interior. The beams which support the 

glass roof also penetrate the interior as both materials 

and design details. Inside the lobby, the waterless pond 

which suggests dry stone and sand gardens, the street 

furniture, and clear sky through the glass roof all suggest 
its exterior character while its function clearly expresses 

that it is the lobby o f the building which is an interior 

space. This is the kind o f symbiotic space Kurokawa 

intended to create.

Saitama Prefectural Museum o f Modem Art (4.27) is 

another Kurokawa's building based on the symbiosis 

theory. Here the attempt was made to establish an 

intermediary zone between the new building and the 

greenery and expanse of the old park. Kurokawa used 

lattice walls as a territory determinator. At the entrance 

the lattice walls project out from the body o f the building 

as if  dislocated thus forming a space that is neither 
exterior nor interior. It is an intermediary space between 

the museum and the park. The lattice wall is in some 

sense related to the inner gate in gardens for the tea- 

ceremony and the exterior wall with a low doorway of a 

tea house. The spatial experience o f the two is also 

similar. In the Saitama museum the visitor goes through
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Isometric view

Conceptual diagram

Interior view o f the Lobby

4.26
Head Office o f the 
Japan Red Cross Society 
Tokyo, 1977
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the lattice facade wall and traverses in an intermediary 

space before reaching the museum proper. At the tea 

ceremony the guest goes through the door to reach the 

inner garden and then once again crouches through the 

low doorway to the building proper.

Symbiosis of Past and Present

Kurokawa criticized modem architecture for its rejec
tion of ornament and historic styles, which resulted in 

the so called International Style. International Style 

architecture has spread all over the world, crossing all 

geographical regions and culture boundaries. Kurokawa 

emphasized the necessity of modem architecture to 

remain in touch with the cultural and history o f a given 

region. He divided history into two categories: the 

visible part, which can be architectural forms, ornamen

tal motifs, and symbols inherited from the past and the 

invisible part, which can be a state of mind, ideas, 
religions, aesthetic sensibilities, and ways o f life.34 

Thus he proposed two ways to establish contacts with 

the past:

1. visible way: breaking history down into signs and 

symbols and incorporating them into modem works.
2. invisible way: creating the atmosphere o f the past 

- to impregnate modem architecture with the Japa
nese aesthetic, with Buddhist spirituality or tradi

tional philosophy.35

Tange copied historical styles as the way to establish 

contact with the past in the 50s and early 60s, which is 

the normal and the easiest way. Kurokawa's proposal 
could be considered as in a higher level in terms o f

34. Op. cit., 31 ,p . 52.
35. Ibid.
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Isometric view

Plan o f Saitama Museum and 
Taian Teahouse

Spatial experience diagram 
Tea-ceremony and 
Saitama Museum

4.27
Saitama Prefectural Museum o f  Modem  
Art
Urawa, 1982
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abstraction and symbolism.

The symbiosis o f present and past could give modem 

architecture an historical expression and ancestral spiri

tual heritage. Nishijin Labor Center (3.28) is one of his 
earlier works based on the theory o f symbiosis of past 

and present. Historically the street in Kyoto is an exten

sion of the daily-life spaces o f the people. After he 

carefully studing this historical town, Kurokawaformed 

his goal in designing the Nishijin Labor Center, since the 

street could be thought of as an extension o f architec
tural space, a new approach was possible where by the 

street itself was made into architecture within which 

various activities of daily life proceed and then the street 
was recognized as an architectural space.

In this project, Kurokawa attempted to create an envi

ronment o f street architecture, with a passageway the 

length o f two tradesmen’s houses. The side o f the 

elongated site was designed as a passway or street with 

a murmuring brook on its one side abstractly repre

sented by a pond. The central space provides the image 

of an intersection, with the wall o f the adjacent buildings 

becoming the facade o f the passage way. Thus history 

(existing building, the “wall”) coexists with the present 

architecture (the new Labor Center) and the symbiosis 

of history and present is achieved, visibly and invisibly. 
He borrowed elements from traditional Japanese cul

ture, abstracts those elements and reuses them in mod

em architectural design.

The National Bunraku Theater (4.29) is one o f his works 

to establish links with the past by the visible way. In 

order to create the atmosphere o f the Edo period, frag-
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mentary signs of that period were incorporated in the 

work. Rather than using them as they were, Kurokawa 

extracted and transformed the essential elements in the 

form o f abstracted symbols. It is very clear that 

Kurokawa's attempted to show the public the identity o f 
this theater - a Japanese national theater not something 

else. The curved eaves quotes the roof o f the Hying 

Cloud Pavilion of the Nishi Honganji temple. The turret 
attached to the upper part of the main face recalls the 

platform in traditional theater which is used to announce 

performance. The grid pattern on the ceilings and floors 

recalls the interior of traditional aW n style architecture.

The Ishikawa Culture Center (4.30) is located at 
Kanazawa, a city that still preserves the old streets in the 

same way as Kyoto. In the design o f this Culture Center, 

Kurokawa borrowed these elements: moat, stone ram
parts, fence, and courtyard garden, from the traditional 
culture and architecture. He abstracted those traditional 
elements and used them in this new culture center. These 

abstracted elements effectively establish a connection 

between the newly built cultural center and the historical 
town. The new cultural center and the historical town 

coexist harmoniously.

Symbiosis of Different Culture Exchanges

Kurokawa studied Levi-Strauss’s theory and formu
lated his philosophy of Symbiosis of intercultural ex
changes.

In the past, prior to Claude Levi-Strauss’s structuralist 

analysis, it was commonly agreed that various cultures 

of the world had achieved different degrees o f evolu-
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National Bunraku Theater and 
Joruri puppet theater o f  Edo period

Interior view o f  
National Bunraku Theater 
and shoji screen

4.29
National Bunraku Theater 
Osaka, 1983
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Moat, stone ramparts, fence, courtyard 
garden, trees and lattices unify the 
culture center and urban environment 
Ishikawa Culture Center

Takayama 
A traditional city

4.30
Ishikawa Culture Center 
Kanazawa, 1975
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don, with European - in particular, French - culture at the 

highest level, followed by the Anglo-Saxon and Ger
man culture, then Chinese and Japanese civilization, 

then the cultures o f the less-developed and developing 

nations o f the Middle East, Africa, and South-East 
Asia.36 The economic growth was conceived along the 

same line by the Western economists. The developing 

countries pass through a "take-off stage to a stage of 

maturity, and then to a stage o f highly developed con
sumer culture.37

36. Kisho Kurokawa, Rediscovering Japa
nese Space, John Weatherhill, Inc. New  
York, 1988, p. 15.
37. Ibid.
38. Ibid., p. 16.
39. Ibid.

From this perspective, "progress" from an economy or 

a culture meant progress toward the Western model and 

modernization means Westernization. The West is in a 

superior position and has nothing to learn from the East 
and the East has to follow the path that the West had trod 

before. Levi-Strauss claimed that each culture has its 

own distinct character that can at the same time be linked 

to every other culture in the world. All the cultures o f the 

world existed in a single global structure. Western 

culture could not be considered at the forefront o f some 

one dimensional evolutionary progress but instead had 

to be considered in relation to all other cultures o f the 

world38 Levi-Strauss relativized the “superior” West
ern civilization and recognized that each culture o f the 

world occupies its unique niche within a multidimen

sional world culture. There is the same distance (or 

closeness) between Japanese culture and Islamic culture 

or European culture, for example.39 This theory laid 

down the theoretical foundation for creating an architec

ture nourished by many different civilizations.

Modernism and modem architecture actually means the 

dominance of Western culture and ideas. The cultural
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references o f post-modern architecture in the West are 
also based on the West. Kurokawa attempts to blend 
Eastern and Western culture to create what he called an 
intercultural architecture in the following project His 
effort is well worth the attention o f Western architects 
because they seldom borrow Oriental elements and 

vocabularies in their design.

The Hiroshima Municipal Museum o f Contemporary 
Art (4.31) is one of his typical works which embody the 
symbiotic philosophy o f  history and present The over
all shape of the museum is a linked series o f gable roofs, 
which is a quotation o f the Edo period earthen store
houses. The use of contemporaiy material aluminium, 
however, transforms that historical sign and imbues it 
with ambiguity. 'Hie central approach plaza is a quota
tion o f a Western city, but there is no fountain or work 

cnninhire in its center, indicating the absence o f a

center which is a Japanese tradition. The colonnaded 
roof that surrounds the central plaza is cut away at the 
front in the direction that faces the city center. At the 
entrance rotunda, all contrary forms from East and West 
co-exist: the bent circle o f the Edo structure, the Western 
dome open to the sky, the sliced apart spaceship, and the 

flash o f the bomb and its mushroom cloud. Here 
Kurokawa's goal is to bring different cultures, Japanese 
and Western together, to create a symbiotic architecture
o f  different cultures.

here is an ancient Chinese cosmic thought that the 
eaven is round and Earth is square. Kurokawa bor- 
>wed this ancient thought and used it in the design o f  

bnjin Memorial Museum o f Art (4.32) at Ishikawa. 
he square moat and lattice-style fence that surrounds
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the perimeter o f the building are the manifestation of the 

square earth and the circular architectural form the 

round heaven of the East. In order to create a Japanese 

castle image, Kurokawa intentionally placed a moat 
surrounding the building. Pure geometrical architec
tural forms are the symbol o f modem architecture and 

rationalism. In this project, Kurokawa cut the circular 

form into four pieces and rotated one of them. By 

emphasizing the asymmetrical forms, he challenged the 

Western universality of pure forms and created an 

architecture o f interculture.

At Fukuoka Seaside Museum (4.33), Kurokawa juxta
posed elements and forms from Eastern and Western 

culture with light towers and curving walls being 

connotations o f European culture, gable roofs, and lat
tice being the Japanese. Kurokawa designed a spatial 

sequence in this museum in reference to a Japanese 

traditional spatial sequence: exterior - intermediate - 
interior.

Critical Comments

Kurokawa, not to be underestimated as a designer, is a 
superb politician and prolific theoretician,40 with some 

thirty books and numerous articles to his credit. Starting 

from the 70s Kurokawa's designs are significantly 

different from his earlier work. His Metabolist architec
ture disappeared and a new style emerged. He started to 

pay great attention to cultural context and expressed 

certain aspects o f Buddhist philosophy in architecture 

rather than technological aspects.
40. Philip Drew, The Architecture ofArata 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, Publishers, New  
York, 1982, p. 11. His philosophy o f symbiosis points out similarities
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4.32
Honjin Memorial Museum o f Art 
Ishikawa, 1990

4.33
Fukuoka Seaside Museum 
Sawara Ward, 1989
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between particular strains in Buddhist traditions and 

contemporary French post-structuralist philosophy. His 

criticism on the domination o f Western culture and 

architecture is also critical. He first formulated "in- 
between” spaces and this concept developed into co
existence theory in which certain intermediary regions 

create neutral or buffer zones among spaces, parts and 

even color o f different character. In the eighties he 

formulated his theory of "The architecture o f Symbio
sis". By examining his works we find that his superb 

theory was not actually reflected in his practice.

The Fukuoka Bank, for instance, is one o f his projects 
that expresses "in-between" spaces in the earlier stages. 
The idea is still limited to the simple handling o f spatial 
relationships by establishing a semi-public plaza within 

the building. The building's prototype can be traced to 

Kevin Roche's Ford foundation Building in New York. 

Some of his later projects, such as the National Bunraku 

Theater and Ishikawa Culture Center, are less convinc
ing regarding his implementation of this theory. Fur

thermore, none of his works have ever embodied his 

theory of establishing contacts with the past through the 

invisible way.

In most o f his works, Kurokawa deliberately adopted a 

Japanese vocabulary in his work. Merely assembling 
architectural elements with various historical and cul

tural reference not to mention outright replicas, does not 

necessarily guarantee new discoveries. Such an ap
proach is nothing but simple eclecticism.



95

ARATAISOZAKI 

Symbolism and Mannerism

Symbolism has been a distinctive feature in Japanese 

traditional culture. The Japanese appreciate the implicit 
more than the explicit and communicate in an indirect 
rather than a direct way. The concepts of m a , en, oku, 
wabi, and sabi are clear manifestation o f this tradition. 

Arata Isozaki's architecture directly reflects this tradi
tion.

Isozaki is a very unique character in current Japanese 
architecture. His unique design philosophy and brilliant 
creativity command a wide following o f architects o f the 

next generation, including Hiroshi Kara, Toyo Ito and 

Tadao Ando. Isozaki (b. 1931) studied architecture at 

Tokyo University in the early 50s. He entered Tange’s 
seminar in 1953 and later became a member of Tange’s 

The Urbanists and Architects' Team (URTEC). He 

participated in the development o f almost all major 

works fromTange’s team such as the Tokyo Plan-1960, 
Tokyo City Hall and Kagawa Prefectural Hall. His 

formative years of apprenticeship left distinguishing 

marks on his subsequent practice.

Isozaki’s architecture is different from that o f Tange’s. 

For Tange the formula for Japanese architecture is the 

superimposition of a traditional Japanese expression on 

Corbusian aesthetics, as we stated earlier. His expres
sion is consciously Japanese. Isozaki, on the other hand, 
oppose copying any traditional Japanese motifs. He 

attempted to express the tension between Japanese and 

Western traditions. His architecture is both Japanese 

and Western, which could be understood from two
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4.34
The sacred pillar, the primitive arche
type o f traditional Japanese architecture

structures: deep structure and surface structure.41

Using the methods o f  transformational grammar, Isozaki ap

propriated the symbolic constant o f  the 'pillar o f  heaven' in 

order to transform the conceptual or 'deep structure' o f  his 

architecture while simultaneously including a bewildering 

array o f  Western motifs in its 'surface structure' ".42

The Sacred Column

In Japanese culture the sense o f place or ma is defined 

by the presence of columns while the same concept is 

defined by walls or solid enclosures in the Western 

architecture. Isozaki* s architectural form during the 60s 

was rooted in a single archetype, the sacred column 

(4.34). His earlier trabeated mega-skeletal form, for 

instance, was directly derived from the "Pillar of Heaven".

41 . Philip Drew, The Architecture of Aral a 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, Publishers, New  
York, 1982, p. 4.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid., p. 43.

The sacred column or “heavenly column” has a great 

significance in Japanese culture but no equivalent in 

Western culture. It is referred to in an ancient Japanese 

m yth. The primal male and female deities Izanami and 

Izanagi are supposed to have erected a “Heavenly Col

umn” and then built a palace around it prior to mating. 

The marriage hut was meant to represent a constructed 

universe in microcosm with the axial shaft acting as a 

link that connects earth and heaven at its center.43 This 

sacred column was clearly reflected in the main building 

o f the Izumo Shrine and Ise Shrine. At the Izumo Shrine 

the sacred column is at the very heart center and the focal 

point o f the main shrine. It is o f important religious and 

symbolic meaning rather than structural meaning (4.35). 
At Ise the sacred column is under the middle of the floor 

o f the main shrine building. The sacred column also
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4.35
Plan
Izumo Shrine, A.D. 550
The sacred column is the focal pointof the
main shrine

survived in the traditional farm house and the tea house. 
Its sacred character is reinforced by denying any struc
tural role for supporting the roof. The sacred column and 

the sacred space is so significant to the Japanese culture. 
A simple column placed on an empty gravel surface can 

arouse a sense of sacred space in the Japanese mind 

because it symbolizes the axis that joins heaven with 
earth and suggests the dwelling place for the deity.

Most o f Isozaki’s earlier works reveal his consistent 

reiteration of the ancient ‘sacred pillar’. Isozaki trans

formed the primitive archetype and made it the basis for 

his invention of form. The ancient sacred dimension was 

obscured and overlaid by turning it on its side, increas

ing its scale, and hollowing out its interior so that it could 
contain human activities.

In 1960, Isozaki published a series of schemes called 

City in the Air. Several o f them were directly derived 

from the idea o f the sacred pillar. The project o f City 

in the Air, HI (4.36) was initially conceived as a proposal 

for urban residential architecture, which would be in the 

sky over the existing city district. The housing clusters 

attach to the core system just like the structure o f a tree. 
It is a fundamental expression o f the sacred pillar in its 

deep structure although it seems like a Metabolist project 
In this project Isozaki abstracted and refined the tradi

tional elements to express symbolism. The sacred 

column o f Shinto was transformed into the core or the 

tree trunk and the bracket system and monumental 
expression of the Great South Gate o f the Todaiji, was 

transformed into “branches” (horizontal energy -flow  

lines) and “leaves” (housing units).

The Oita Prefectural Medical Hall (4.37) is Isozaki's



98

first project which turned the sacred pillar into reality 

while he was still a member of Tange's team at that time. 
It contains the most explicit o f all Isozaki's interpreta
tions o f the sacred pillar. In this project Isozaki trans
formed the sacred pillar to an oval shape, turned it on its 

side, increased its scale, and hollowed out its interior in 

order to contain human activities. The transformed 
pillar was further elevated in the air by four sturdy legs. 
The Medical Hall serves as the prototype to the later 

series o f semi-cylindrical vaulted buildings.

Iwata Girls' High School (4.38) is another Isozaki build
ing which expresses the motif o f the sacred pillar. Here 

he inserted classrooms in a series of vertically stacked 

hollow beams supported at their ends by towers.

The Oita Prefectural Library (4.39) marked a further 

stage of Isozaki's application of the modified sacred 
pillar. The sacred pillar was overlaid on its side and 

becames a square beam. Isozaki stacked square tubular 

concrete beam between a central spine and transverse 

beams supported on columns. The underside of the 

square beams were left open to produce more conven
tional spaces. What Isozaki sought to create in the 

library is the impression that the building is made from 

large square-section hollow concrete beams laid on 

transverse beams on square columns. In the Oita Li

brary, Isozaki reduced the architectural form to a few  

basic elements: the wall, the beam, and the column. 

Isozaki sought to reinterpret the primitive Shinto shrine, 
and to eliminate superfluity until only the elemental 
architectural members remained. The library, with its 

super-human scaled beams marked the end of an impor

tant phase in the assimilation o f post and beam structure
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4.36
Create South Gate 
atTodaiji 

Kara, 1199 
and
City in the Air 
Tokyo, 1960

4.37
Oita Prefectural Medical Hall 

Pita, 1960-1972

4.38
Iwata Girls' High School 
Iwata, 1963
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by post-war Japanese architects.44

The Inner Darkness and twilight

As we stated earlier, the interpretation o f darkness is 

fundamentally different for the Japanese and Western
ers. Darkness has very special meaning to the Japanese: 
it is a sacred place since kami lives there. On the contrary 

it conveys a negative meaning in the West; "it is light 
that induces the sensation of space”.45

44. Philip Drew, The Architecture ofArata 
Isozald, Harper & Row, Publishers, New  
York, 1982, p. 54.
45. Sigfried Giedion: The Beginning of 
Architecture . Bolling Series, Princeton 
Univ. Press, 1957, p. 495.
46. Arata Isozald, "ARethinking o f  Space 
ofDarkness",TheJapan Architect,March, 
1981, p. 9.
47. Kenneth Frampton, "Twilight Gloom  
to Self-Enclosed Modernity: Five Japa
nese Arcjitects", Tokyo: Form and Spirit, 
Harry N . Abrams Inc., New York, 1991, 
p. 223.

In his essay “In Praise o f Shadows”, the famous Japa
nese novelist Junichiro Tanizaki contrasted the techni

cal brittleness o f the modernization o f Japan - electric 

light, chromium plate white tile - with the shadowy, 
delicate earthiness o f the Japanese domestic tradition. 

Heavily influenced by Tanizaki's “In Praise o f Shad
ows”, Isozald' wrote a seminal essay "Space o f Dark
ness" in 1964 which laid down the theoretical founda
tions that he adopted in his designs in the next decade. 
In this essay, Isozaki said "if normal human perception 

of three dimensional space was accepted as the central 

axis, at one pole o f the axis is an image o f darkness 

related to depth psychology, magic and symbols; at the 

other pole of the axis is an order o f semiological, 

abstract, ambiguous spaces related to the idea o f void or 
illusion".46

Part o f his work during this period was the reinterpreta
tion of Tanizaki's "shadow", the utmost repository o f the 

nation's spirit.47 At the Oita Prefectural Library (4.40) 
Isozaki created an inner central public hall which was 

held between a pair of double walls. One’s spatial 

experience is from light exterior to dark interior, similar
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48.0p ..„  cit... 
49.0p . cit. 46. 
50. Op. cit. 47.

to the purification process found in a Shinto shrine: one 
is spiritually processed to the darkness of the spirit, to 

personal void, to shutting out the distraction o f the world 

so as to concentrate on kami ,48 His later works, Fukuoka 

Mutual Bank Headquarters (4.41), Guntna Prefectural 

Museum of Fine Arts (4.42), and Kitakyushu Central 
Library (4.43), all possess an empty longitudinal spine 

bounded by two thick walls or double walls and with the 

building spread out perpendicular to the spine. Dark

ened space diminishes the spectator's awareness of the 

surrounding enclosure and focuses his awareness on his 

individual consciousness.

Isozaki also created an illusionary “twilight-gloom” 

space as the modem equivalent of Tanizaki's "shad
ows". Those two modes, the darkness and illusion, co
exist Darkness is part o f illusion and in the place of 

darkness he devoted his attention to idea of illusion.49 

Isozaki approach this Japanese sense o f darkness by 

combining two different kinds o f light: Western 

chiarasco, and an Eastern, more filtered form of illumi
nation.50 In some o f his works in the 60s and70s, Isozaki 

created a quality of inner darkness by establishing a 

inner space within architecture and adjusting the light 
intensity.

Isozaki started to evolve his strategy for creating an 

illusory "twilight gloom" space with the design of four 

branch banks o f Fukuoka Mutual Home Bank. The 
Nagasumi Branch (4.44) is a typical example. Isozaki 
imposed on every available surface with a grid o f 1.25 

meter square, be it transparent, translucent or opaque. 
Isozaki stated his intention:
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4.40
Oita Prefectural Library 
Oita, 1966

4.41
Fukuoka Mutual Bank Headquarters 
Fukuoka, 1968

4.42
Gunma Prefectural Museum o f Fine Arts 
Takasaki, 1971
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The building has almost no form; it is merely a grey expanse. 

The multi-level grid guides one's lines o f  sight but does not 

focus them on anything in particular. At first encounter, the 

vague gray expanse seems impossible to decipher and utterly 

odd. The multi-level lattice disperses vision throughout the 

space much as various images might be thrown around an area 

from a central projector. It absorbs all individual spaces that 

establish strict order. It conceals them, and when the conceal

ment process is over, only the grey expanse remains.51

The Ropponmatsu Branch is another building, in which 

he created the "twilight" mood by using the grid to cover 

all available surfaces (4.45).

Cube and Vault

Cubic form has been a major form in Western architec
ture . In his design o f the House o f four families (4.46), 
Claude-Nicholas Ledoux (1736-1806) employed the 

motif o f a cube surmounted on each comer by four 

smaller cubes and this motif repeated four times leaving 
a cruciform void between them.52

51. Arata Isozaki, "Fukuoka Sogo Bank, 
Nagasaki Branch", The Japan Architects, 
August 1972, p.53.
52. Philip Drew, The Architecture o f Arata 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 
New York, 1982, p. 71.

Cubic has also been a Japanese form (4.47). In the two 

dimensional world the square is more deeply related to 

the Japanese architectural tradition than that o f Europe. 

In traditional architecture the square has been the stan

dard element in the vertical plan and tatami (about 3 by 

6 feet), whose size the sum of two squares (3 by 3 feet), 
is the basis of the modular system for the floor plan. 

Visually Japanese architecture is repleted with squares. 

In the three dimensional world, Japanese rooms are 

generally square or rectangular in plan, where there 

always is a post in each o f the four comers which forms
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4.44
Interior view and floor plan 
Nagasumi Branch 
Fukuoka Sogo Home Bank 
Nagasumi, 1971
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4.45
Ropponmatsu Branch 
Fukuoka Sogo Home Bank 
Fukuoka, 1971

4.46 Ledoux: House o f Four Families
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Interim o f  the Yoshijima House 
Takayama, 1881

Structure o f traditional Japanese architec
ture

himorogi

4.47
Cube conception in the Japanese culture

the volume of a cube. In Japanese tradition, when 

worshippers wish to summon kami to earth, they pre

pare a sacred place (himorogi) by the simple means of 

setting up four posts, which forms a square in plan, on an 

empty space and very often this sacred space was 
enclosed by means of a rope tied to the four posts which 

form a cubic form (4.47).

Isozaki first used the motif of a cube in the design of 

several private houses. The Gunma Prefectural Art 
Museum (4.48) is the climax of using an additive com

position o f independent cubes. The whole Museum, 

covered by grided aluminum panels and glass all over its 

surfaces, is turned into a mirage against the extensive 
green park and a small reflection pool. The deep struc
ture, as indicated by Isozaki, o f the building is a series of 

cubic forms, quite different from its surface structure. 

The cubes discipline the sequence o f space both as a 

design aid and as a conceptual ordering.

Isozaki expressed the cubic form again in the Shukosha 

Building(4.49).TheconceptualstructureoftheShukosha 
Building is based on a frame work o f six identical cubes, 

in two superimposed groups of three. The lower group 

is solid in contrast with the transparent volumes of the 

upper group. The penthouse above the main block is 

similarly six smaller cubes.

It is true that the vault is often identified with Western 

tradition. In his project for the Royal Library (1788) 

(4.50), Etienne-Louis Boulee used a vault as his 

primary motif. The vault also has an ancient connection 

with Japanese tradition. The vault-shaped roofs were 

typical o f haniwa dwellings for nobles (4.51).



106

14.48
Deep structure and surface structure 

' Gumma Rrefectural Art Museum 
Takasaki, 1974

;4.49
Deep structure and surface structure 
Shukosha Building 
Fufuoka, 1975 rrr
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4.50
Boullce:Royal Library

Isozaki reinterpreted this tradition in some of his build
ings. The Fujimi Country Clubhouse (4.52) is com

prised of a single continuous semi-cylindrical vault 
turned back on itself and ending in a right-angled elbow. 

The elevation of one end evokes the facial feature o f a 

clay Zzflzz/wa figure, which also reveals Isozaki's associa

tion with Japanese tradition.

The Kitakyushu Central Library (4.53) has two vaults, 
one is straight and crooked at its end, the other advanc

ing a short way in company with its fellow then diverg

ing at right-angles and ending similarly in a crook. 

Besides the connection o f the vault with haniwa dwell
ings, the profiles o f the Library allude to the third- 
century burial mounds.

Critical Comments

Isozaki's designs had consistently opposed main stream 

aesthetic trends in architecture, assuring him the leading 

position in the Japanese avant -garde.53 Isozaki's major 

contribution to contemporary Japanese architecture in 

the 1960s and 1970s, I would suggest, is that he uniquely 

blended the abstract metaphors and subtle quotations 

from both East and West and radically executed them in 

his works. Architecture was treated as a kind of concrete 
poetry. His architecture suggests that tradition can be 

expressed in a highly symbolic manner besides concrete 

form.

53. B.B. New, p. 32.

In contrast to Tange, whose earlier works are consis

tently based on Japanese expression, Isozaki's architec-
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4J1
haniwa dwelling

East elevation and haniwa figure 
4.52
Fujimi Country Clubhouse 
Oita. 1974

South elevation and the ancient burial
mound
4.53
Kitakyushu Central Library 
Kitakyushu, 1974
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4.54
Tsukuba Center Building 
Tsukuba, 1983

54. Op.. ciL 53
55. Arata Isozaki, "Of City, Nation, and 
S tyle". The Japan Architect, J anuary 1984, 
p. 13.

ture was both Western and Japanese in this period. He 
achieved an architectural dialect which express the 
tension between Japanese and Western Architectural 

traditions by opposing the direct use of Western and 

Japanese motifs in architecture. The shift from Japanese 

expression to Japanese symbolism revealed a further 

step in the level o f abstraction.

Beginning with the 1980s, Isozaki's architecture started 

to show features that had seldom appeared in his works 

before. The influence o f contemporary American and 

European attitudes on Isozaki's architecture is signifi
cantly stronger than in earlier years, at least on the 

surface. This change in direction was typically exempli
fied by the design of the Tsukuba Center Building o f  
1983 (4.54), where he randomly scattered design ele

ments borrowed from contemporaries and respected 

predecessors, embedding their distinctive aspects into 

the whole. It is important to note that the historic 

fragments mixed up with the "twilight” manner found 

in his previous works such as the Nagasumi Branch o f  

Fukuoka Mutual Bank and the Gunma Museum. "He 

has come much closer to the American populist post
modernist recollections o f European classicism, and 
closer to a more conformist architectural as well as 

political establishment",54 although he still attempted to 

express some Japanese tradition. Instead of a subtle 

blend o f Western and Japanese quotation as he did in his 

earlier works, "Cliche-like similes form historical styles 

are used extensively, not as vague suggestion, but di

rectly".55 Many of his recent works show the same 

quality. Isozaki has obviously made a new step and 

entered a new phase. It needs to be asked, is this a further 

step towards a Japanese architecture or Western Post



modernism? My personal answer is that he is more 
Western than Japanese compared with what he was 

before.
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FUMIHIKO M AKI 

Contextualism

The ultimate aim o f  architecture is to create spaces to serve 

mankind, and in order to achieve this, the architect must 

understand human activities from the stand point o f history, 

ecology, and action circumstances. He must also know the 

relationship existing between human activities and architec

tural spaces and processes by means o f  which these relation

ships develop.56

With its orthodox methodology, the design theory and 

practice of Modem Architecture started with the inner 

function of the smallest element - the room, to the house 

or the building. The modem city was understood as a 

loose sum total of the independent functional units. The 

connecting medium, an internal linkage was missing. 

The major weakness in the Modem movement was the 

total disregard for context, in the urbanistic sense.57

56. FumihikoMaki, "TheTheory of Group 
From", The Japan Architect, Feb. 1970, p. 
39.
57. David W ild, "Sour Grapes", ArcArtec- 
tural Design, January 1977, p. 38.

The Japanese architect Maki made a unique contribu

tion with a contextual approach in his architectural 
practice. Contextualism means the semiotic examina
tion o f the different relationships between man and 

architecture and its cultural background. According to 

Contextualist theory, an architectural complex can be 

understood - or rather the meaning of new architectural 

space can be derived - only after a careful examination 

of the nature o f those complex relationships.
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Maid (b. 1928) studied architecture at Tokyo Univer
sity under Tange. After graduation in 1952 he moved to 

the United States, studying first at Cranbrook Academy 

of Arts and received his first master's degree in 1953. 
The next year he acquired another master's degree from 

Harvard University, where he studied under Jose Luis 
Sett. After graduation, he worked for SOM for a short 
while and joined the Sert Jackson Association for two 

years. At Sert Jackson he had the opportunity to partici

pate in several large projects. In 1956 he started teach
ing, first at Washington University and later at Harvard 

University for several years. In 1965, he established his 

own office. Maid Associates in Tokyo.

With his education and professional experience in the 

U.S., Maid could be easily affiliated with the Western 

modem architecture. Instead o f copying the modem 

architecture in his home land, he consistently assimi

lates both the Japanese and Western attitudes, attempt
ing to fuse modem architecture with Japanese spirit. 
Maki expressed Japanese tradition in the following 

ways.

Group Form

58. Fimihiko Maid, Investigation in Col
lective Form, Washingnton University, 
St. Louis, June 1964, p. 5.

After years of research, Maid published his influential 
book in 1964, Investigations in Collective Form , in 

collaboration with Masato Ohtaka. In his book, after 

examining the relationship between components and 

the whole in urban design, he divided them into three 

basic morphological types: compositional form, mega 

form, and the group or collective form (4.55).58
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Compositional form

Mega form

°

Collective form and a Japanese Village 

4.55 Three basic morphological types

In compositional form, the elements which comprise a 

collective form are preconceived and predetermined 

separately; the links-if any-among them are minimal. 
This is a typical Western tradition and most large scale 

urban design falls into this category. Rockfeller center, 
Chandigarh Government Center, and Brasilia are good 

examples of this form. In mega form, the links among 
the elements constitute a system with the inherent pos

sibility of self-development or change. The elements 

join to the connectors so that they become highly depen

dent on the overall system and become in themselves o f 

secondary significance. Tange’s Tokyo Plan and 

Kurokawa’s numerous town planning projects fall into 

this category. Group forms are the third type o f forms 

where elements are clustered along group structures 

with collective forms in such a way that the elements do 

not depend on a prior system but themselves generate it. 
The relationship between elements and the system is 

reciprocal both in design and in operation. In this form, 

the individual elements constitute a grouping in which 

they and the framework are in a state of organic interde

pendence. Traditional Japanese villages and towns (4.55) 

are excellent examples o f this type. He advocated the 

value o f collective form as an approach to architectural 

design, versus the accepted theory of architecture as 

single buildings. Maki’s design philosophy is that each 

part is a small realized whole and the composite whole 

is suggested by its parts.

The Hillside Terrace Apartment (4.56) is an application 

of the ideas of group form. In the theory o f group form, 

the individual elements do not stand in a independent 

relationship to the overall framework. They constitute a 

group and are mutual interdependence. Developed as an
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Spatial analysis diagram

4.56
Hillside Terrace Apartment 
Tokyo
(Phase 1, 1969; Phase II. 1973; Phase 
III. 1976)

alternative to mega-structure, the apartments were de
signed and built in three phases over a period of thirteen 

years, from 1966-1979. The whole complex stretches in 

between the edge of an important metropolitan road and 

a wooden part that includes old shrines and buildings. 
The nature of those two parts is opposite: one noisy and 

one quiet. Maid's solution is to treat the complex as an 

intermediate zone between the two parts. Maki allowed 

both environments to penetrate into the small inner 

courts o f the building through the various perforations 

of the surfaces and volumes. In some places the inter

penetration o f internal and external space is achieved by 

the use o f an unframed sheet o f glass, to moderate the 

noise and to facilitate interdependence. The courtyards, 
surrounded by small shops and restaurants, retained 
their identity and privacy , and at the same time estab
lished a connection with one another and with their 

surrounding environment.

The Realization of Oku and M a

Maid's architectural works are closely linked to his own 

general theory, the theory o f oku . In 1978 Maid pub

lished his research "Japanese City Space and the Con
cept o f Oku". In his research Maid concludes that the 

archetypal concept oku accounts for the peculiarly 

Japanese capacity for creating precisely articulated, 

layered worlds within very restricted domains, at both a 

private and generalized levels (3.25). The idea o f oku is 

closely linked to the concept o f depth as this recedes in 

a given field towards the unseen and sacred. Traditional 

Japanese villages (4.57), for instance, often developed 

in a linear way along the highway at the foot o f a 

mountain, over looking the paddy field around it. Per-
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Okumiya (inner shrine) in a fishing 
village o f  Okinoshima

Relationship between village and shrine 
Conceptual diagram

4.57
The concept o f  oku

pendicular to the spine o f the village a religious axis was 

established. This axis connects the shrine at the foot o f  
the mountain and the okumiya (inner shrine) recessed 

deeper in the mountains. Here the unseen place is of 

greater importance. This pattern is quite different from 

the Western concept that the church, the symbol o f the 

core of the faith, is designed to be seen. In his research, 
Maid concludes that "The history of Japanese cities 

eloquently teaches us that the desirable qualities of 

space are to be found not only in its expanse but also in 

the creation of depth”.59

Ma has a literal meaning o f space or a room. It also 

indicates a sense o f the continuous space-time dimen
sion such as the "natural distance between two or more 

things existing in continuity or the natural pause or 

interval between two or more phenomena occurring 

continuously".60

As we discussed in chapter 2, Japanese space is based on 

a system of two dimensional organization of plans, as 

opposed to the traditional Western three dimensional 

spatial conception. The depth o f space is expressed by 

combining plural two dimensional facets (4.58). The 

space that is constantly fragmented by ma is perceived 

in Japan as an array o f abstract frontal surfaces, and not 

as a volume.

59. FimihikoMaki, "JapaneseCity Spaces 
and the Concept o f  oku ," The Japan 
Architect, May 1979, p. 50-62.
60. According to the Iwanami's Dictio
nary o f Ancient Term s.
61. A. P, Leers, "Western Influence and 
Japanese Traditions in Three Recent 
Works by Fumihiko Maki", The Japan 
Architect, March 1983, p. 47.

Maki's Y.K.K Guest House (4.59) creates the sense of 
oku and Ma. Maki did not put any overall system of 

axes that govern the entire assembly. The center is 

continuously shifting, creating a fluid and dynamic 

ordering of space rather than a static and measured one. 

The grid and axis organize a visual, sequential percep-
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non of spaces instead of rigor of logic as in Western 

architecture.61 Through the strategy of envelopment o f  

the structural network o f components and supports, 

Maki enwrapped an invisible center oku , found in 

traditional architecture.

The two dimensional nature o f traditional architecture is 
also reflected in the Y.K.K Guest House. Rather than 

governed by an overall geometric pattern, it is loosely 

organized about a geometric idea, which is then stretched 

(the guest suite), and pulled apart (conference room). 

The overall structure o f plan and elevations is frequently 

based on an additive relationship of parts, rather than on 

large, regular geometric patterns.62 The projections, 
recesses and small shift of plans in the exterior walls 

break down the object quality of the building. The depth 

of space was expressed by combining those two-dimen

sional facets.

The spatial organization in the Wacoal Media Center 

(Spiral) (4.60) also embodies the concept o f o ku . Maki 
used successive layers to wrap an elusive center - the 

oku, like the skins of an onion. The stratification o f space 

leads the visitor towards a depth which constantly re
cedes and slips away. The volume o f Spiral, fragmented 

by ma , is represented by an array of abstract two 

dimensional surfaces. They are: grided aluminum 

walls, the free surface, the conical form the transparent 
glass surface framed by the sash, the white columns that 
are visible in some places and hidden in others, the 

floating square openings, the exterior surface that has 

many protrusions and recessions, and translucent shoji- 

like screen which are mounted at an angle to the exterior 

surface.62. Op. cit.,61.
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North Elevation

U se two dimensional facets to represent space

A dynamic space created by continuously 
shifting center

4.59
Y.K.K. Guset House 
Kurbc, 1982
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4.60
Spiral: Wacoal Media Center 
T o k y o ,1985

First level
1 Reception hall 3  Gallery
2  Cafe V Atrium

Fifth level
1 Restaurant 3  Office
2  Bar 4 Hanging garden
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Symbolism

From the late 1980s, Maki started to use a high tectonic 

manner in his design to express Japanese tradition 

symbolically. This manner is similar to what Kenzo 

Tange used in his prime in the 1960s, the Tokyo Olym
pic Stadium. Fujisawa gymnasium (4.61) is Maki's 

representative work representing this trend. The com
plex elliptical profiles o f the stressed-skin metal shells 

covering the large and small sports arena evokes some 
cultural associations. Seen from the stage end, the main- 

arena building has a form reminiscent o f the kinds of 

helmets Japanese warriors wore in times past. Seen from 
the spectator-gallery end, it looks like the kind of wooden 

gong (mokugyo) used in Buddhist ceremonies. The 

double-height space in the sub-arena building recalls the 

forms o f a fencing mask, while the staircase in the rear 

recalls the Einstein Observatory in Potsdam by Erich 

Mendelsohn63 or a human face.

Critical Comments

63. Fumihiko Maki, "Fujisawa Municipal 
Gymnasium," The Japan Architect, March 
1983 p. 55-59.

Maki is unique among Japanese architects. Maki refuses 

to reinterpret traditional sukiya manner directly, which 

is so evident in the works o f some Japanese architects. 

His rational approach in architectural and urban prac
tice sets him apart from his counterparts, including 
Kurokawa and Isozaki. Maki's most important contribu

tion to contemporary architecture is his contextual ap

proach. His buildings are the result o f careful study and 

interpretation of local conditions of the sites rather than 

individual objects isolated from the urban environment.
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North elevation o f  the main arena sug
gests a helmet worn in the past by Japa
nese warriors or wooden gong (mokugyo)

East elevation o f the small arena suggets 
a fencing mask
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The qualities o f his spaces and images are derived from 
the tectonic entities - the buildings, not from some 

superficial spatial and formal articulation. Hillside Ter
race Apartments is an excellent example. Maid is more 

concerned with creating a place, as he explained:" a 

place, in a broader sense, is the product o f a regional 
society and must be continuously re-created".64

There is no such thing as universal architecture. A  

genuine nationalistic architecture is deeply related to 

that nation's social and cultural conditions. Maid's con
textual approach is a valuable asset for other countries to 

reference.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF 
ANDO, MOZUNA & ITO

64. Fumihiko Maki,"Modem Architec
ture at the Crossroad", The Japan Archi
tects, March 1983, p. 21.

The next generation o f Japanese architects has made 

new progress in the creation o f a Japanese architecture. 
They formed different theories, used different tech
niques and explored in different directions. This report 

makes no attempt to generalize and cover all their 

works. Three architects, who are recognized as having 

successfully expressing Japanese traditions, are selected 

and their works are analyzed. Compared to American 

post-modernists, their counterparts, who often employ 

random iconic, material and a collage o f forms bor
rowed from traditional architecture, their design works 

are often o f a more restricted, more abstracted quality. 
Their works, however, do not represent the over all 

scene o f today's Japanese architecture.
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TAD AO ANDO 

Quintessential Architecture

Tadao Ando is a very special figure among contempo

rary Japanese architects. His architecture is critical in 

the sense that it resists being absorbed into the ever- 
escalating consumerism of the modem city.65

Traditional Japanese aesthetics inspired by Zen Bud
dhism has been a central idea in Ando's architecture. The 

meaning o f the abstract geometrical form, the bare 

concrete wall, and the light and shadow spring from a 

sense o f identification between subject and object, just 
like the substantial meanings o f an ink painting, a tea
house, and a sand garden are generated by an active, 
creative participation o f the subjective.

Another philosophical background for Ando's architec
ture is the meditation o f Zen Buddhism. "I came to 

understand relations with actual architecture, not with 

my mind only, but with my whole experiencing be
ing".66

65. Kenneth Frampton, "Twilight Gloom 
to Self-Enclosed Modernity: Five Japa
nese Arcjitects", Tokyo: Form and Spirit, 
Harry N. Abrams Inc., New York, 1991, 
p. 239.
66. Tadao Ando, "From Self-enclosed 
Modem Architecture Towards Univer
sality", The Japane Architect, May 1982, 
p. 9.

Ando was bom in 1941 in Osaka. He never attended any 

architectural school. After he graduated from high school 

in the 60s, he started his self-instruction in architecture. 
He travelled in the United States, Europe and Africa. In 

1969, he established Tadao Ando Architects & Associ
ates. When recalling he said that he learned things 

through his own body and spirit rather than through 

books.

Ando has been attempting to integrate dynamically two 

opposites: abstraction and representation. Abstraction
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is an aesthetic based on clarity o f logic and transparency 

of concept and representation is concerned with all 
historical, urban and living conditions.67 His architec
ture appears to be simple geometrical abstraction on the 

surface, in its deep structure, however, there is his 

intention to solve specific and representational prob
lems.

Enclosing and Experiencing Nature

Ando seeks to reintroduce nature into the house and 

protect the sense o f light, and rain that is being lost in 
Japanese cities.68

The coexistence o f architecture with nature has been a 

native Japanese tradition. The ancient Taoism and Zen 

Buddhism laid down a sound philosophical foundation, 

and traditional residential architecture and gardens are 

the concrete manifestations o f this practice.

67. Op., c it  65.
68. Tadao Ando, "Town House at Kujo", 
The Japan Architect, November-Decem- 
ber 1983, p. 52.

Realizing the fundamental change in Japan after WWII, 
he wrote:

Overly dense urban and suburban populations made it impos

sible to preserve a feature that was formerly most characteristic 

o f Japanese residential architecture; intimate connection with 

nature and openness to the natural w orld . . . .  The aim o f my 

design i s . . .  to impart rich meaning to spaces through such 

things as natural elements and the many aspects o f daily life. 

Such things as light and wind only have meaning when they are 

introduced inside a house in a form cut o ff from the outside 

world. The isolated fragments oflight and air suggest the entire 

natural world. The forms I have created have altered and 

acquired meaning through elements o f nature (light and air) 

that give indication o f the passing o f time and the changing o f
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Second floor plan

the seasons, and through connections with the affairs o f human 

life.69

Ando made much o f the visible/invisible presence o f 

nature in his architecture. “Nature is in the guise o f light, 

water, and sky". It is important to note that Ando 

generally excludes planting and vegetation from his 

design because he conceives that horticultural plants are 

too domesticated to represent the cosmic, volatile force 
of nature. “Nature as a picturesque scene, has been 

totally vitiated by the rapacious and chaotic artificiality 

o f the Megalopolis, which asserts itself as an omnipres
ent, man-mad, 'false nature*. The fact that this last is a 

hostile force capable o f destroying our own symbolic 

relationship with nature", Frampton further explains.70

Section

4.62
Azuma House 
Osaka, 1975-1976

69. Op. cit., 68.
70. Kenneth Frampton, "The work o f  
Tadao Ando", GAArchitect.No.8,1987.

His design philosophy seems to be related to the idea of  

yugan, which means an unexplainable, deep inner feel
ing. Rain and sunshine, heavy clouds and clear sky, dark 

and light, cold and hot all could be fe lt A  new relation
ship, which is old but gradually forgotten, has been 

reformed.

The Azuma House (4.62) was the starting point for his 

subsequent work. The house is located in the central part 

of Osaka, among the traditional wooden row houses. 
Ando inserted a concrete box instead o f copying the 

traditional wooden structure and created within it a 

microcosm with diverse spaces, closed but dramatized 

by light In this house, the occupants are compelled to 

cross an open atrium in all seasons in order to get to the 

dining space from the living space, or to ascend from the 

living level to the above bedroom level and vice versa. 

The courtyard is the center o f  everyday life and at times
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the center o f imaginative life. This kind o f design is 

beyond the comprehensions of Occidental standard of 

comfort. Ando was attempting to restore the intimate 

and indivisible relationship between man and nature 

which characterized traditional Japanese life. Ando re
ceived the Award o f the Architectural Institute of Japan 

for this design.

Light and Shadow

Ando uses materials and light-and-shadow effects with 

their resulting poetic images to appeal to the deepest 
human emotions. As we have pointed out, light, shadow, 
and the under-lit interior have been playing an impor

tant role in domestic Japanese architecture.

. . .  it has come to be that the beauty o f  a Japanese room depends 

on variation of shadows, heavy shadows against light shadows 

. . .  it has nothing e ls e .. .71

Inspired by Tanizaki’s writings and by domestic archi
tecture, Ando re-interpreted this spirit o f Japanese 

culture in his works. In his architecture, the light sources 

vary in intensity and direction according to the season 

and the time o f the day. They affect the quality o f the 

ambient light within the interior and the courtyard. The 

darkness o f the interior is enlivened by light from the 

traditional skylights or the sukiage-mado openings; the 

gnomon-like light-slots and the beams cast sharp shad
ows on the dim concrete wall which record the ever 

changing movement o f the sun.

7 1 .0 p ...,c iL ..

Light and shadow have always played an important role 

in his works. At the Koshino Residence (4.63), for
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instance, Ando used two parallel concrete boxes to 

contain living spaces and arranged a courtyard in-be
tween. The slits, cut in orderly fashion in the walls facing 

the courtyard generate diverse intersections of light and 
shadow. Ando intentionally cuts slits along both walls of 

the living room and the curved wall of the atelier. Those 

slits provide top-light and the introduced light makes 

complex shadows on the wall which suggest time and 

seasons. The relative darkness o f the living room was 

enlivened by light and shadow. A lot of Ando's works 

showed the same quality o f light and shadow (4.64).

As we have mentioned earlier, Hmtd is a traditional 
Japanese concept o f beauty, which is the expression of 

temporary enlightenment and the appreciation of transi

tional events. Ando carefully modulates light and shadow 

and transforms them into poetic images. He seeks and 

probably has captured the elusive, transient nature of 

existence successfully, invoked by haiku .

Reinterpretation of roji

House, in traditional Japanese culture, does not mean a 

free standing object. Traditional houses always relate to 

and can not be separated from the garden or the street 

and vice versa. House indicates an environment where 

man and nature are mixed together. This emphasis on 

the boundary rather than the object is one o f the central 
ideas o f Ando’s design. He wrote about his intention:

In traditional Japanese cities, alley-like, garden space known 

as roji were found between communal dwellings. Those semi

public zones were indispensable to everyday life. I have 

attempted to revive the roji pattern and to incorporate it into
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(
Plan

4.63
iView o f  living room and Atelier 
Koshino Residance 
Ashiya. Hyogo, 1979-984

4.64
Soseikan House 
ITakarazuka, 1984



contemporary life in the form o f mediatory spaces between the 

tower-like blocks”.72
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4.65
Plan and conceptual diagram 
Tezukayama Tower Plaza 
Sumuyoshi, Osaka 1975-1976

Inspired by traditional architecture, Ando used the idea 

of r o j i , a connector between architecture and urban 

space, in several o f his projects to revive this tradition.

Tezukayama Tower Plaza (4.65) is his first project 
which express the idea o f  ro ji . The building consists of 

four towers o f identical shape and volume, and decks 

bridging these towers. Roji serves as a mediatory space 

between the tower-like blocks. The first floor is a half 
level higher than the basement which is a half level 
lower than the street. On both the ground and basement 

level, intermediate spaces connect the four main blocks 

and function as plaza-like spaces, or roji. The concrete 
bridges articulate the urban spaces situated above and 
below the general sidewalk level.73

The concept o f roji reappeared in the Rokko Housing 

(4.66) at a mega-scale. Ando's aim in Rokko was to 
recreate in anew guise the type o f housing in which units 

are mediated by the street. "If a closer relationship is to 

be achieved between streets and houses, passages must 

not be designed as closed corridors".74 Inspired by 

traditional roji , which intimately linked buildings like 
a thread and connected everyday life, Ando lined up the 

twenty apartments along an open -air stairway that 
follows the slope. This open stairway is the modem 

interpretation o f roji.

72. Ando,Tadao.Buildings,projectsand 
writings, p. 30.
73. Ibid.
74. Ibid., p. 84.

Reintegration o f Shoji

The use o f  glass blocks is another o f Ando strategy in the
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creation o f a characteristic Japanese space. It is obvious 

that Ando intended to create a shoji or paper covered 

screen surrounded by space found in traditional Japa

nese architecture.

The Ishihara Residence (4.67) is one o f his typical works 

which reinterprets sh o ji. "The intention was to create a 

microcosmcentered around thelightwell",75 Ando wrote. 
This residence has an exterior of solid wall and an 

interior o f  glass block wall. The entire building is lighted 

from an internal courtyard through the glass wall. Viewed 

form inside, the house has the lighting effects o f pale 

luminescence associated with traditional architecture.

4.66
Plan and conceptual diagram 
Rokko Housing 
Kobe. 1983

75. Op. cit., 70, p. 72.
76. Takeyama, Kiyoshi, "Tadao Ando: 
Heir to a Tradition". Perspecta 20, The 
Yale Architectural Journal, MIT press, 
1983.

In terms o f light treatment, the Ishihara House is compa
rable to the tea ceremony room of the Koho-an Bosen in 

the Daitoku-ji Temple, Kyoto. Ando provided not only 

a comparable opposition between translucence and opac

ity but also openings o f a similar proportion and position 

as those used in the sukiya or tea house style. Takeyama 

wrote:

. . .  at Daitoku-ji, an unusual set o f  shoji, completely open in the 

bottom zone to permit views o f the garden and admit reflected light 

but filled with translucent white paper in the top to admit only 

diffused light, was used. In many o f  his houses, Ando uses walls o f  

glass blocks to admit only diffused light. At the Ishihara House, his 

composition o f glass block and translucent glass closely resemble 

that o f  the opening at Koho-an.. .  . Ando is not quoting traditional 

vocabulary. Itis only that his thoughts on the treatmentof light have 

led to a conclusion similar to the traditional one.76

Ando borrowed anothertechnique, space layering, from 

traditional architecture. Viewed from the central court.



this transparent spatial quality created by glass-block is 

comparable to the limitless receding space o f Katsura 

Palace.
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Critical Comment

In today's consumerist society, architecture is gradually 

becoming a commodity, losing its cultural value. Tadao 

Ando's architecture is unique because o f his refusal to be 

absorbed into the consumerism o f the modem city.

Ando's architecture is not primarily the product o f some 

technological or functional considerations, but a mental 
physical order. He is determined to recover the lost 
sukiya sensibility: calmness, purity, gentleness, and the 
clarity o f mood.77 For Ando the creation o f a Japanese 

architecture is not a mere simulation o f traditional 

timber construction or the use o f evocative domestic 

components or any specific details, such as shoji or 

ta tam i. It is the creation o f the spirit: the relationship 

between man and nature, the interaction o f material with 

light, wind and water, and the quality o f space.

Ando caught the quality o f light in sukiya architecture. 
He prefers using shafts o f light unexpectedly on entering 

a dimly lighted room. The contrast between darkness 

and light created the feeling o f spiritual expansiveness 
within a limited domain.

77. Kenneth Frampton, "Twilight Gloom  
to Self-Enclosed Modernity: Five Japa
nese Arcjitects", Tokyo: Form and Spirit, 
Harry N. Abrams Inc., New York, 1991, 
p. 240.

Ando also caught the silence. “Silence in Japanese 

space is quintessential. In the West you can actually see 

space, but in Japan, architectural space has tried to create 

a non-visual depth o f silence".78 Ando consistently uses



130

Interior view o f the courtyard and Katsura 
Imperial Villar

Tatami room on the first floor and Koho- 
an Bosen

4.67
Ishihara Residence 
Ikuno, Osaka 1977
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pure geometrical forms such as solid boxes, straight or 
curved walls, the orthogonal frame or the trabeated 

pergola, sometimes cylinders, and vaults in his design. 

It is those forms that give Ando's architecture the quality 
of silence. As Takefumi Aida indicated: "Architecture 

of silence must be pure because pure geometrical forms 

absorb and bastion against sound, reflect light, and 

relate to an inner reflective space of echoes".79

Ando's architecture showed us that the essence o f tradi

tion could be expressed in modem practice. Copying 

traditional style or using evocative motifs is not the only 
way to create a nationalistic architecture.

M ONTAM OZUNA  

Towards Cosmic Architecture

78. Op. cit., 77.
79. Takefumi Aida, "Silence", The Japan 
architect, October-November, 1977.
80. MayumiMiyawaki, "MontaMozuna", 
The Japan Architect, June 1978, p. 66.

I should like to destroy the current city and create a new  

uni verse that would be something like what is found in myth.80

\ .

Architecture based on cosmic belief or images exists in 

almost every culture and civilization but to different 

extents. Traditional Japanese architecture is no excep
tion. In Japan it is commonly believed that heavenly 

orders guide many earthly aspects o f a building such as 
form, orientation, site location, and even spatial organi
zation. As we discussed earlier, Fengshui or (Kaso in 

Japanese) is an ancient theory in this field. Monta 

Mozuna is a typical representative among contempo
rary Japanese architects in the direction towards cosmic 

architecture. His architecture is based on idiosyncratic 

cosmology, his interpretation is o f the eternal interplay 

between various opposing cosmic forces, not some
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81. Bognar, op..., c it ... p. 265.
82. Op., ciL 81 ,p . 65.

mundane or rational considerations.81 The shape of his 

buildings, for instance, could only be explained in terms 

of Oriental philosophy and myth.

Mozuna was bom in Kushiro, Hokkaido, the northern 

most Japanese islands. Kushiro is far away from major 
large Japanese cities and less influenced by the rapid 

industrialization wave than the rest o f the islands. Mo
zuna was deeply imbued with the culture and tradition of 

Kushiro as well as Japan in this environment. Mozuna 

studied archilecturer at Kobe University and began 

serving as alectureratKobeUniversity after graduation. 
In 1969 he established Monta Mozuna Mobile Molque 

Atelier. After some years o f professional practice he 

traveled in Italy and Austria between 1973-74. In 1977 
he resigned from Kobe University and established Monta 

Mozuna Atelier in Tokyo.

Mozuna rejects the orthodox o f modem architecture. As 

MiyawaM pointed out, Mozuna seeks traditional, local 
Japanese elements from the worlds o f Chinese astrol

ogy, magic, and Buddhist classics. He is attempting to 

come up with something new as a result o f inquires into 

the human emotional, and spiritual elements and the 

purity o f forms that were ignored in the rationalized 

theories imported from the West.82

Mozuna’s works are special. His works are fulled with 

the symbolism o f esoteric Buddhism or Oriental myth 

while the actual function o f the building is not a para

mount factor. To design a house, for instance, he does 

not start the design with the aim that the end product 

must be a dwelling. What he is trying to do is to break 

through those limits set by function and to create a new
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4.68
Anti-dwelling Box 
Kushiro, Hokkaido 1977

83. Op. ciL ,81,p . 65.
84. Ibid.

architecture because he considers the modem house has 

come to its limits and some kind of new theoretical 

breakthrough is needed.

Mozuna explained that his architectural cosm os charac
terized by three aspects: celestial, terrestrial, and hu
man.83

The Anti-dwelling Box (4.68) is his the house that he 
designed. It reflects Mozuna's metaphysical world, “ar

chitecture within architecture”. This Anti-dwelling Box 

is against the rational mind and modem architecture and 

any idea o f bourgeois comfort. The anti-dwelling box 

consists o f three box-shaped solids: the innermost - the 

skin reaction box, the middle one - the body response 

one, and the biggest one - the environmental code box. 
He also describes them as the "architecture o f the parent 

and child: This inclusive series o f boxes clearly reveals 
his metaphysical world: the outer one corresponds to the 

skin as the periphery o f the body, the second one can be 

seen as the womb pregnant with the fetus, and the third 

its own race.84 The inhabitant dwells in the spaces 

among the boxes. The significance o f this dwelling is 

that it is a micro-world o f the Japanese cosm ic concep
tion instead o f a simple dwelling.

Constellation House (4.69) was what Mozuna called 

"the Celestial Aspect” in his architectural cosmos. It is 

believed that if  the terrestrial man-made objects, in this 

case, the house, follow the celestial rules or the laws o f  

heaven, in this case the celestial configuration, the man

made object could bring good fortune to the dwellers 
inside. The structure of the house is based on seven 

columns which follow the configuration o f the Great



134

Bear. The architectural spaces are delineated by lines 

drawn to connect these columns. Yin and Yang elements 

also dictate the combination o f a number of plus and 

minus and half forms through the house: the living area 

is a negative one-half volume in contrast with the 

positive one-half volume o f the private quarters; semi
circular (half circle) forms are used in skylights; half 

arched-bridge shapes are used on the roof; the staircase 

describes half of a five-pointed star; and a sweeping 

diagonal flying wall delineates half a rectangle from a 

negative, imaginary half rectangle in the total plan.85

4.69
Constellation House 
Wakayama, 1976

The design of the House with Architecturalized Yin- 
Yang Symbols (4.70) is based on the ancient philosophy 

of Yin Yang. This project is an addition to an old section, 

not a totally a new house. As we pointed out earlier the 

Yin and Yang is present in everything that exists and the 

dynamic balance between the two is fundamental to the 

existence o f the world. The plan takes the form of the 

symbol of Yin-Yang, a double comma figure and every 

detail in the house corresponds to one o f the two ele
ments either in harmony or in conflict with each other, 

resulting in several dual characters. The east front, for 

instance, seems as if  another section o f the house had 

been demolished and the facade itself looks like the 

inner facade of the demolished part.

85. Constellation House, The Japan Ar
chitect, June 1978, p. 23.

The ritual process o f Eisho-ji Zen Temple (4.71) was 

designed according to the cosmological ritualism o f Zen 

Buddhism. The plan o f Eisho-ji temple recomposes the 

two systems of the process o f experiencing architecture. 

The one is the sign-symbol o f the Zen tradition, and the 

other is the system o f organizing scenery (architecture 

and nature) which is called 'Jukkyo' (10 limits) in Zen.
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4.70
House with Architecturalized Yin-Yang
Symbols
Kushiro, 1975

86. Jonathan Glancey, The Eisho-ji Zen 
Temple, Architectural Review, March, 
1983.

The order of the former is like this: ‘Sohmon' (the first 
gate), 'Sandoh' (the approach), lSanmon' (the third gate 
or gate o f the mountain), 'Kairoh' (the corridor), ‘Kyo 

no nirva' (the garden of the void), 'Kidan' (the base), 

‘Shumiden-horizon' (the main idol). The latter is the 

system of scenes such as columns, the pyramids of ying 

and yang, the inside and outside of the sliced dome, the 

magic square, the giant ‘Shumidan’, and the double 

mirror image o f the Buddha statue.

The Eisho-ji temple is a double symbol. It is a miniature, 

1:100, symbolic representation o f the processional path 

of the famous Zen temple, Myoshin-ji, in Kyoto. Con
sistent with the Taizokai madala, Myoshin-ji features 

the system of signs and symbol that organizes architec

tural and natural scenery into a chain o f phenomena, and 

Mozuna’s design incorporates these Zen symbolic ele

ments in condensed form. The sequence o f experiences 

along the path to the temple, which is tightly squeezed 

between ordinary residential buildings, start with the 

first gate (somon ) at the street The unfinished concrete 
frame, suggesting both an old torii and a Greek-Roman 

gate, is broken; with the two halves failing to reach each 

other, it looks as if  Mother Earth’s forces had some 

strong impact This suggestion is furthered by the “ru

ined” colonnade lining the path (sandoh).

The series of events and the blending o f Occidental and 

Oriental architectural symbols continue inside the temple. 
The main idol (honzon), a statue o f Buddha, is enshrined 

within an additional aedicule and between two mirrors 

on facing walls. The aedicule with its magic “square” 

plan is a building within the building. It has its own 

pyramidal roof over a sliced and stepped dome, sup
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ported by four gigantic cylindrical columns. To reach 

the altar on its high podium, it is necessary to climb a 

wide, circular stairway that starts from the symbolic 

“garden o f void” represented by the lower level o f the 
main hall. The inclusive, interpenetrating and opposing 

forms all around refer again to the Yin-Yang philoso

phy. The mythical quality o f the space is ultimately the 

result o f the intricate natural and artificial light effects 

that, together with the numerous optical illusions, give 

everything inside a metaphysical dimension.

The design of Kushiro City Museum (4.72) is based on 
geomancy. As we have pointed earlier, it still plays a 

strong and influential role in architectural design al
though its influence is diminished significantly today.

The site is on the top o f a hill, over looking a lake. The 

place-character, according to Mozuna's reading, dic
tated the adoption o f the “bird-with-eggs” image. Mo- 

zuna arranged the two halves symmetrically, like a bird 

with its wings wrapped protectively around a nest o f  

eggs. The two wings are connected by a metal clad 

volume topped by a series o f concentric arches that 

suggest the crown.

The overall structure made its right wing as a storage 

block and its left wing as an exhibition block. The 

exhibition block was divided into three levels: heaven, 

man, and earth, the Japanese conception o f cosmos. The 

first level is used for exhibition o f a geographical cross 

section o f the strata o f the earth and archaeological 

artifacts such as excavated pottery, thus it is the level of 

earth. The second level is used for exhibition relating to 

industry, fishery, and mining, city history and presented
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research and thus it is the level of man. The third level 
is used for exhibition o f flying cranes and illustration o f  

skies, thus it is the level o f heaven. The three level 
represents the time axis that links the past, the present, 
and die future through the heaven, man, and the earth. 

The double spiral was used to simulate a journey for a 
pilgrimage into the heaven.

Critical Comment

Architecture today is not simply a shelter against nature 

or a machine to live in. Pure rational architecture can not 
satisfy the increasingly complicated social and cultural 

needs o f human beings. The reappearance of cosmic 

architecture is a meaningful sign o f our revolt against 
rational modem architecture.

Mozuna's works are fulled with Chinese astrology, 

myth, and Buddhist classics. He attempts to create a 

new architecture from the old theory, which inquires 

into the human emotional, and spiritual world that were 

ignored in the rationalized theories imported from the 

West.

Mozuna's architecture reveals another way to express 

traditions. As a valuable asset of human beings, cosmic 

architecture will assume a more and more significant 
role in the future, especially in the era o f highly ad

vanced science and technology.

t o y o  rro
Expressing the Meaningful Void
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4.71
The Eisho-ji Zen Temple 
Kyoto, 1979

4.72
Kushiro City Museum 
Kushiro
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4.73.
Interior o f the Yoshijima House 
Takayama, 1881

Interpretations o f "emptiness" or "void" are fundamen
tally different. In the West "emptiness" conveys nega
tive associations.87 "Emptiness" in Japan, on the other 

hand, denotes the very essence o f existence. In Buddhist 
thought the basic meaning o f existence is expressed in 

non-existence and therefore non-existence or spatial 
emptiness is of primary importance.

As we pointed out in the earlier chapter, Buddhists 

conceive the world is a flowing reality. In this world 
nothing as permanent and everything is a perpetually 
temporary state o f in-between where growth and decay, 

presence and absence, reality and fiction take place 

simultaneously, or perhaps are one and the same thing.88 

This is also one o f the basic Taoist doctrines. This 
sameness o f different things is represented by the do
main o f void, the highest mental realm, which could be 

reached by a self-disciplinary process until enlighten

ment is achieved.

87. Philip Drew, The Architecture of 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, Pulishers, Inc., 
New York, 1982, p. 15.
88. Botond Bognar, "Japanese House", 
Dwellings Settlements&Tradition,p.20l.
89. Ibid., p.195.

This philosophical view o f the world had great impact 

on traditional architecture. Space in traditional houses, 

for instance, is not a three dimensional enclosed entity 

but two dimensional layers o f thin mobile membranes 

(4.73). The progression from openness to depth, outside 

to inside, and from lightness to darkness points to an 

elusive destination, a psychological realm where space 

together with the softly filtered light appear to converge 

to zero.89 This is the void, the emptiness, and nothing
ness.

Dedicated to express this concept o f void, Toyo Ito is 

unique among Japanese architects. Ito (b .1941) studied 

at the Architecture Department o f Tokyo U niversity and
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Conceptual projection and morpheme
placement
Pattern A: curving
Pattern B: staggering

4.74
House in Nakano 
Tokyo, 1976

90. Toyo Ito, “Collage and Superficiality 
in Architecture”, A New Wave o f Japa
nese Architecture,eA. Kenneth Frampton, 
New York: Institute for Architecture and 
Urban Studies, New York, 1978.

graduated in 1965. He worked in the office o f Kiyonori 
Kitutaki for several years before he established his own 

office, URBOT.

Ito’s architecture gives special emphasis on expression 

of the void but metaphysically perfect space. As he 

stated he was engaged in an attempt to discover the true 
meaning o f architecture.

The architectural melange o f the typical Japanese city consists 

o f traditional wooden architecture, stylistic architecture im

ported from Europe and modem architecture from the United 

States. Big cities like Tokyo have been growing as a complex 

o f  architectural symbols derived from various periodical and 

places. When w e talk about these bustling streets, w e are 

wrapped in a membrane consisting o f these icons. The inces

sant change and rapid development o f  through which Japanese 

cities have passed, have favored lightness, superficiality and 

disorder. The heavy and ordered harmony to be found in 

European cities is entirely absent Surface richness in a Japa

nese city does not consist o f  a historical accumulation o f  

buildings but rather arise out o f a nostalgia for our lost 

architectural past which is indiscriminately mixed with the 

superficial icons o f  the present Behind an endless desire for 

nostalgic satisfaction there resides a void without any sub

stance . What I wish to attain in my architecture is not another 

nostalgic object but a superficiality o f expression in order to 

reveal the nature o f  the void hidden beneath.^0

Ito used the technique which might be called membra

nous containment o f body and simultaneous rupture of 

this membrane to reveal the void, the essence o f space, 
through either light or disjunctive form.
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4.75
House at Kamiwada 
Tokyo, 1976

Designed for his sister, the House at Nakano (4.74) is 

entirely enclosed and turns virtually blank walls on the 

densely built surrounding environment. The U-shaped 

living room faces an inner garden but does not open on 

it. The inner garden has its own underscored, indepen

dent existence. The space in the two smoothly curved 

parallel walls has no center, no clear direction, no 

beginning, and no end. Nothing is permanent and noth

ing is absolute. Light dematerializes the concrete mass. 
The top light, which enters the volume through a narrow 

slot cut across the inclined roof, generating an imperma
nent space with its consistently changing intensity and 

movement. The light from the side window to the 

courtyard casts a graduated pattern o f illumination on 

the flanking surfaces and turns the interior into nonma

terial existence. One can feel the lightness o f traditional 
vernacular architecture o f the country. This fluid imper

manent space fully embodied the Buddhist concept of 

consistent change and transformation thus the Japanese 

spatial tradition o f void or emptiness.

The House at Kamiwada (4.75) has a similar spatial 

quality o f void. Instead o f a space o f perpetual flow, the 

S-curved and densely staggered walls generated the 
elusive dark center-oto where there is the void.

At Hotel D (4.76), there are virtually no flat horizontal 

ceilings. The white, continuous and seemingly endless 

surface that bends, curves, and rises generates the same 

spatial quality - impermanence.

Ito's own residence (4.77), the "Silver Hut”, goes further 

in expressing the membranous containment o f the body. 

The house is defined by thin, punched-aluminum screens.
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4.76
At Hotel D 
Nangano, 1977

diamond-shaped lattice-work vaults o f various sizes, 
and colored fabric, which are waved by wind and were 

penetrated by light. The space of inside and outside 

becomes one. Kenneth Frampton describes that the 

"Silver Hut" is critically linked to the Japanese past on 

two levels. First it rejects the techniques o f anti-seismic 

reinforced concrete construction that continue to condi
tion so much o f contemporary Japanese architecture; 

second itreinterprets the modular Japanese timber build
ing tradition in an anarchically relevant way.91

Critical Comments

Ito's uniqueness is that he reinterprets the nation's philo
sophical thought, the Buddhist mental domain o f "void" 

or emptiness, in his modem practice. He did not preserve 
the nation's cultural properties in their original form by 

giving this form to contemporary culture or retaining 

things as they were, but he inherits certain qualities o f  

them in the contemporary culture.

Toyo Ito uses membranes to contain the body and by 

rupturing this membrane he attempts to reveal a 

spiritual abyss, the void hidden beneath just like in Noh 

drama, where emotion is not externally expressed but 
concealed behind the mask. Concealed expression does 

not mean void or emptiness. It has richest meaning in its 

depth. Ito's architecture showed us tradition can be 

expressed spiritually instead of using original form or 

any evocative elements.

91. Kenneth Frampton, op..., cit... p. 237.
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4.77
"Silver Hut" 
T ok yo ,1984

Second floor.

First floor; scale: 1/250.
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CONCLUSION

After this lengthy discussion, this report proves that 
contemporary Japanese architecture has retained and 

developed certain qualities o f traditional Japanese cul

ture and architecture.

With its opening to the West after the Meiji Restoration, 
Western civilization was introduced into Japan. This 

civilization influenced the nation's character including 

its architecture. With their mastering o f the modem 

construction methods and techniques, Japanese imi

tated the Western style at first Gradually they incorpo

rated their own culture and traditions in the imported 

modem architecture. After WWII, the world witnessed 

the emergence and evolution o f a recognizable Japanese 
architecture. In the 50s and early 60s, Tange and many 

other Japanese architects tried to achieve a dialectical 
synthesis between Japanese tradition and Modem Ar
chitecture. Thus Japanese architecture was created by 

the imposition o f a traditional Japanese expression on a 

Corbusian aesthetic.1

1. Philip Drew, The Architecture ofArata 
Isozaki, Harper & Row, New York, 1982, 
p .4 .
2. Arata Izozaki, Fumihiko Maki, Tadao 
Ando, Monta Mozuna, and Toyo Ito are 
all New Wave Japanese architects.

In the 70s "A NewWave" of Japanese architecture rose.2 

The New Wave Japanese architects often rejected some 

functional and rational aspects o f modernism. They 

tried to retain a subtle link with the past instead o f using
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direct quotations from tradition. They draw cultural 
references from both Japan's present conditions and 

outside its own cultural sphere. They made new progress 

in the creation of a Japanese architecture.

By examining the development o f contemporary Japa

nese architecture we could confidently conclud that a 

nationalistic architecture was created. Traditions were 

expressed by using evocative historic forms and ele
ments, by applying abstracted symbols from traditional 
architecture, by introducing traditional concepts and 

aesthetics, by interpreting traditional philosophical be

liefs and value. Tange imposes a traditional Japanese 

expression on Corbusian aesthetics. Kurokawa forms 

his theory of symbiosis to reflect today’s multi-faced 
culture. Isozaki blends the abstract metaphors and subtle 

quotations from both East and West and radically ex
ecutes them in his works. Maid uses his rational and 

contextual approach instead o f reinterpreting traditional 

sukiya manner directly. Ando is detemuned to recreate 

the spirit of sukiya architecture: the relationship be

tween man and nature, the interaction of material with 

light, wind and water, and the quality o f space. Mozuna 

attempts to create a new architecture from the old 

Oriental theories which inquire into the human emo

tional and spiritual world that were ignored by the 

Western rationalized theory. Ito reinterprets the nation's 

philosophical thought, the Buddhist mental domain of  

"void". There was no fixed formula to follow but a 

patient and consistent search in the creation of a nation

alistic architecture.

Today, as we have pointed out in the beginning, the 

relation in architecture between the modem (primary
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Western) and the traditional (primary native) is facing 
almost every non-Western nation in the world. Contem

porary Japanese architecture established a path for other 
nations to reference in the creation of a nationalistic 

architecture.

Contemporary Japanese architecture now has enough 
quality and potentiality to exert a strong influence on the 
Western world. In order to find its own alternative to the 

current crisis, the West needs to assimilate Japanese 
sensibility and flexibility and all the positive aspects of 
today's Japanese architecture.

I believe that architecture in the 21st century will be an 

architecture of "grey," where East exchanges with West, 
myth meets science, tradition collides with modernity, 
and materiality walks hand in hand with spirit. There 

will be no single culture which will dominate the realm 

of architecture. Contemporary Japanese architecture 

could be considered as an avant-garde that demon
strates this process to the rest o f the world.



147

Bibliography

Alex William

Japanese Architecture
New York: George Braziller, 1963.

A New Wave o f  Japanese Architecture
Catalogue 10. New York: The Institute for Architec

ture and Urban Studies (IAUS), 1978.
Bognar, Botond

Contemporary Japanese Architecture 

- Its development and Challenge 

New York: VNR Company, 1985.

The New Japanese Architecture 

New York: Rizzoli, 1990.

"The Place o f No-thingness

The Japanese House and the Oriental World
Views of the Japanese Dwelling"
Dwellings Settlements & Tradition 

Cross-Cultural Perspective 

Berkeley: University Press o f America, 1989. 

"Typology o f Space - Constructions in Contempo

rary Japanese Architecture"
Process Architecture No. 25, 1981.

Boyd, Robin 

Kenzo Tange
New York: George Braziller, 1962.
New Directions in Japanese Architecture.
New York: Brazikker, 1968.

Carver, Norman F. Jr.

Form and Space o f  Japanese Architecture 

Tokyo: Shokokusha, 1955.

Chang, Ching-Yu

“Japanese Spatial Conception.”

The Japan Architect.



148

(April 1984-March 1985).
Chang, Amos Di Tiao 

The Too o f Architecture 

Princeton University Press, 1957.
Drexler, Arthur

The Architecture o f  Japan 

New York: The Museum of Modem Art, 1955 
Drew, Philip

The Architecture o f  Isozaki.
New York: Harper and Row, 1982.

Ferreras, Jorge M.

"Frontal Perception in Architectural Space" 

Process Architecture No. 25. (1981). 
Frampton, Kenneth

"Twilight Gloom to Self-Enclosed Modernity 

Five Japanese Architects"
Tokyo: Form and Spirit

New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1991.
Tadao Ando
Buildings, Projects and Writings 
New York: Rizzoli, 1984 

GA, Global Architecture 

Architect
" Tadao Ando", no. 8 (1987).

Gale, Simon 

"Orientation"

Process Architecture No. 25 (1981).
Gallion, Arthur B. & Eisner, Simon 

The Urban Pattern
New York: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1980. 

Giedion, Sigfried

The Beginning o f Architecture.
Bollingen Series, Princeton Univ. Press, 1957. 

Space, Time and Architecture



149

Harvard University Press, 1967 

Gropius, Walter, Kenzo Tange, and Yasuhiro Ishimoto 

Katsura: Tradition and Creation in Japanese 

Architecture
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1960.

Herbert, Jean
Shinto: At the Fountainhead o f Japan.
London: Allen and Unwin, 1967.

Hozumi, Kazuo

What is Japanese Architecture
New York: Kodansha International, 1985.

Inoue, Mitsuo
Space in Japanese Architecture 

New York: Weatherhill, 1985 
Isozaki, Arata

"Ma: Space-Time in Japan"
The Japan Architect. (February 1979).

Kawazoe, Noboru

Contemporary Japanese Architecture 

Tokyo: Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai, 1965. 
Kultermann, Udo 

Kenzo Tange
New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970.

Kurokawa, Kisho

Metabolism in Architecture 
Boulder: Westview Press, 1977 

The Architecture o f  Symbiosis 

New York: Rizzoli, 1987.

Rediscovering Japanese Space 

New York: John Weatherhill Inc., 1988. 

Intercultural Architecture 

The Philosophy o f Symbiosis 
AIA Press, 1991 

Leers, A. P.



150

"Western Influence o f and Japanese Traditions In 

Three Recent works by Fumihiko Maid"

The Japan Architect (March 1983)

Maid, Fumihiko
Investigation in Collective Form
St. Louis: University of Washington Press, 1964.
“Japanese City Space and the concept o f Oku ”

The Japan Architect. (May 1979): 51-62.
Masuda, Tomoya

Living Architecture: Japanese 

New York: Grosser and Dunlap, 1970.
Miwa, Masahiro

"The Japanese Awareness o f Space"

Process Architecture No. 25  (1981).
Muramatsu, Teijiro

"The Course o f Modem Japanese Architecture" 

The Japan Architect (June 1965).
Nakajima, Take©

"Spatial Composition of The Shrine"

Process Architecture No. 25  (1981). 
Norberg-Schulz, Christian

Existence, Space and Architecture 

London: Praeger, 1971.

Process Architecture

Japan: Climate, Space and Concept (No. 25,1981). 
Kunio Maekawa: Source o f Modem Japanese Ar 

chitecture (No. 43,1984).

Sakakura Associates: Half a Century in Step with 

Postwar Japanese Architecture (No. 110,1993). 

Ross, Michael Franklin 

Beyond Metabolism:

The New Japanese Architecture.
New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978.

Salat, Serge



151

Fumihiko Maki

-An Aesthetic o f Fragmentation 

New York: Rizzoli, 1988.

Suzuki, Daisetsu T.

Zen and Japanese Culture 

Bollingen Series, Princeton Univ. Press, 1958. 
Tanizaki, Jun’ichiro 

In Praise o f Shadow 

Lette’s Books, Inc. 1977.
Yamada, Chisaburoh 

Dialogue in Art 
- Japan and the West 

Kodansha International Ltd. 1976.
Yagi, Koji

"Climate and the Japanese Way o f Life" 

Process Architecture No. 25  (1981.)



152

Figure Credits

Alex, W.

Japanese Architecture 

3.8 ,4 .17 ,4 .67
Bognar, B.

Contemporary Japanese Architecture

2.7 ,2 .14 ,3 .5 ,3 .6 ,3 .7 ,3 .10 ,3 .17 ,3 .23 ,3 .24 ,3 .25 , 
3 .32 ,3 .34 ,4 .1 ,4 .3 ,4 .7 ,4 .8 ,4 .9 ,4 .1 1 ,4 .1 6 ,4 .1 7 , 
4.18 ,4 .19 ,4 .20 ,4 .21 ,4 .22 ,4 .25 ,2 .26 ,4 .37 ,4 .52 , 

4.53 ,4 .54 ,4 .55 ,4 .58 ,4 .63 ,4 .64 ,4 .67 ,4 .69 ,4 .70 , 
4.71,4 .76,4 .77

Boyd, R.

Kenzo Tange 

4.16,4.18  
Carver, N.

Form and Space o f Japanese Architecture
4 .18 ,4 .19 ,4 .30  

Drexler, A.

The Architecture o f Japan

3 .30 ,4 .19 ,4 .20 ,4 .47 ,4 .51 ,4 .52  
Drew, P.

The Architecture ofArata Isozaki
3.21,4 .35 ,4 .36 ,4 .38 ,4 .39 ,4 .40 ,4 .41 ,4 .42 ,4 .43 , 
4 .44 ,4 .45 ,4 .46 ,4 .49 ,4 .50  

Chang, Y.

"Japanese Spatial Conception"

The Japan Architect
April 1984:2.4 ,3 .18,3 .19  

May 1984: 3.4 ,3 .22,

June 1984:2.8 ,2 .10 ,2 .12  

July 1984:2.5,2.6,

September 1984: 3.36,3.38  

November/December 1984:4.4



GA, Global Architecture No. 8 

4 .62 ,4 .63 ,4 .65 ,4 .66 ,4 .67 , 
Gallon & Eisner 

The Urban Pattern 

3.35
Giedion, S.

Space, Time and Architecture 
3.20

Hozumi, M.

What is Japanese Architecture 

3 .9 ,3 .11 ,3 .12 ,3 .26 ,4 .27 ,4 .36  

The Japan Architect

November 1966:4.12,4.13  
March 1976:7603 

May 1979:4.57 

June 1979:4.25,4 .26,4 .30  

March 1983:4.61 

June 1986:4.23 

June, 1989:4.32,4.33  

Inoue, M.

Space in Japanese Architecture 
4.34

Kultermann, U.
Kenzo Tange 

4.17,4.18  

Kurokawa, K.

Metabolism in Architecture 
4.28

The Architecture o f  Symbiosis

4.27.4.29.4.31
Rediscovering Japanese Space

4.25.4.29.4.31  

Intercultural Architecture
4.24



154

Maid, F.

Investigations in Collective form  

4.55
A New Wave o f Japanese Architecture 

4.65 ,4 .68 ,4 .74  4.75,4 .76
Process Architecture
Japan: Climate, Space and Architecture (No. 25,1981) 

Bognar, B.: 3.13,
Ferreras, J.: 3.29

Gale, S.: 2 .9 ,2 .11 ,2 .13 ,2 .15

Nakajima, T.: 2 .1 ,2 .2 ,2 .3 ,3 .1 ,3 .2 ,3 .3 ,3 .3 7

Yagi, K.: 1.1, 3 .14 ,3 .15 ,3 .16 ,3 .31 ,3 .33 ,4 .6 ,4 .29

Maekawa (N o.43 ,1984)
4 .5 ,4 .14 ,4 .15

Sakakura (No. 110,1993)
4.10

Ross, M. F.

Beyond Metabolism  

3.27,3.28
Salat, S.
Fumihiko Mold 

4 .56 ,4 .59 ,4 .60


