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 Abstract
Abstract

During the last two centuries the field of Architectural design in Japan has been fascinating worldwide 

architects, designers and students. Aesthetic elegance, functional pragmatism, technological sophis-

tication or precision in craft, are just some of the concepts that describe the notable work realized in 

this country. Between 1603 and 1868, Japan suffered an isolation period, imposed by the Tokugawa 

shogunate, for almost two hundred years. During this time Japan was closed to trade which meant that 

its architecture did not have any influence from abroad. The first foreign architects that arrived to Japan 

in the end of the isolation period, late 19th century, got lost with its unique architectural design quality. In 

fact, the unawareness of the outside world resulted in a self-directed architecture, with a special char-

acter, eventually influencing the Japanese architecture that we know today. 

The study starts with a brief overview of Japan’s history and a contextualization of its architecture. In 

order to understand the Japanese architectural design, we study the life and work of three renown ar-

chitects born in the second half of the 19th century, Josiah Conder, Bruno Taut and Frank Lloyd Wright, 

who either had an impact on Japanese architecture, or were influenced by it. The cultural values in 

Japan are also studied in the first part of the dissertation which represent a fundament for the interpre-

tations and conclusions. In addition, the trip to Japan, for approximately one month, and the interviews 

made to Kengo Kuma and Sou Fujimoto, frequently referenced through the study, allow a closer look 

of the present situation of Japan’s architectural design. Furthermore, the life and work of four leading 

Japanese architecture practices of today (Tadao Ando, SANAA, Kengo Kuma and Sou Fujimoto) are 

studied, with the objective of finding a relation between the traditional and contemporary architecture 

and reflect upon the path of future generations. 

This work results, therefore, in a reflection about the past, present and future of architectural design in 

Japan. Although it has changed a lot during the last centuries, there are three essential concepts that 

have persisted through time: Simplicity, Spirituality and Comfort.

Keywords: Japanese architecture, Japan, Kengo Kuma, Sou Fujimoto.
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 ResumoResumo

Nos últimos dois séculos, a arquitetura Japonesa tem fascinado arquitetos designers e estudantes 

de todo o mundo. Elegância, funcionalismo, sofisticação tecnológica e rigor artesanal são apenas 

algumas qualidades do trabalho notável realizado neste país. Durante a dinastia Tokugawa que durou 

desde 1603 até 1868, o Japão viveu um período de isolamento de quase duzentos anos. Durante este 

período, o país fechou as suas portas ao estrangeiro, o que significou que sua arquitetura não teve 

qualquer influência vinda do exterior. Os primeiros arquitetos estrangeiros que chegaram ao Japão 

no fim deste período, final do século XIX, ficaram fascinados com a qualidade da sua arquitetura. Na 

verdade, a ignorância do que se passava no estrangeiro possibilitou uma arquitetura autodidata, com 

um caracter único, que influenciou, por sua vez, a arquitetura Japonesa que conhecemos hoje.

O estudo começa com uma breve história do Japão e uma contextualização da sua arquitetura. Es-

tudamos de seguida a vida e obra de três importantes arquitetos nascidos na segunda metade do 

século XIX, Josiah Conder, Bruno Taut e Frank Lloyd Wright que, ou foram influenciados pela arquitetu-

ra Japonesa, ou tiveram impacto nela. Posteriormente são estudados os valores culturais Japone-

ses que fundamentam as interpretações e as conclusões posteriores. Significativas foram também a 

viagem ao Japão, durante aproximadamente um mês, e as entrevistas aos arquitetos Kengo Kuma 

e Sou Fujimoto, frequentemente citados no estudo, permitindo uma análise mais atenta da situação 

atual da arquitetura Japonesa. Além disso, a vida e obra de quatro conhecidos ateliers da atualidade 

(Tadao Ando, SANAA, Kengo Kuma e Sou Fujimoto) são estudados, com o objetivo de encontrar uma 

relação entre a arquitetura tradicional e contemporânea no Japão e refletir sobre o caminho que as 

novas gerações tomarão.

Este trabalho resulta, portanto, num estudo sobre o passado, presente e futuro da arquitetura Japone-

sa. Embora esta tenha evoluído muito durante os últimos séculos, há três conceitos essenciais que têm 

perdurado ao longo do tempo: Simplicidade, Espiritualidade e Conforto.

Palavras chave: Arquitetura Japonesa, Japão, Kengo Kuma, Sou Fujimoto.
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 Motivation

The present document constitutes the conclusion of a learning cycle, the Integrated Masters in Ar-

chitecture at the Instituto Superior Técnico – Universidade de Lisboa – submitted for the award of the 

referred degree. This investigation was developed during the second semester of the academic year 

2014/15 in Lisbon, and also while travelling in Japan for approximately one month in the summer of 

2015. 

Its objective is to appoint the main causes that made Japan one of the most recognized and respected 

countries when it comes to the field of architectural design. This dissertation will also identify and study 

the works that influenced the architects and designers of today in Japan.

Motivation

The field of architecture requires from its performer an experience that goes from to learning observe 

and wonder, to an exhaustive experimentation of the materials. This experimentation involves testing 

and combining the materials in search of a successful product that can be seen as a whole.

There are many recognized architects who claim that the trip was crucial in their training1. Architecture, 

as an immobile art form, requires from its practitioners a deep cultural knowledge. Consequently, the 

trip has always been a crucial factor of an architect’s education, from which one may acquire firsthand 

understanding of world’s built heritage. During the beginning of the 20th century many young architects 

traveled the world looking for self-enrichment, an activity which was commonly known as “The Grand 

Tour.” This custom flourished from about 1660 until the advent of large-scale rail transport in the 1840s, 

and was associated with a standard itinerary. The young Charles-Edouard Jeanneret (1887-1965), for 

example, traveled through Rome and the Athenian acropolis, where he observed an architecture with 

many qualities that would have an impact in his work as Le Corbusier. Other architects such as Alvar 

Aalto (1898-1976) or Louis Khan (1901-1974) travelled incessantly proving that the trip would have a 

very positive impact in an architect’s career.

Over the past five years, the period of my architectural studies at Instituto Superior Técnico, I travelled 

frequently and tried to make the most out of the experiences in a careful and active interpellation to 

1 “Fernando Távora (1923-2005) travelled incessantly his whole life from the student age, to study in situ the many 

sorts of architecture, using it, from 1958 to 2000 as content and method of his teaching activity. His classes and his 

design practice consolidated, in successive generations in Portugal and abroad, the idea that knowledge of history 

and culture are indispensable for the production of contemporary architecture. Simultaneously, it is the practice of 

architecture that acts worldwide, largely transcending the local contexts. Architects from around the world contribute 

with proposals for other countries, other cultures, and in this global reality of intensive exchanges, it is important for 

the architects to be prepared through actual experiences of in loco confrontation.” Translated from Portuguese in 

Ordem dos Arquitetos Secção Regional Norte 2013, Prémio Fernando Távora, viewed 2 June 2015, <http://www.

oasrn.org/premio_actual.php?inf=regulamento>. Cf. Távora, F 1960, Diário de Bordo, edn Facsimile 2012, vol.1, 

Associação Casa da Arquitetura, Guimarães.
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define myself as an aspiring architectural designer. Focused on this desire of traveling, at the end of the 

third year of studies I decided to have a longer professional experience. Having applied and been ac-

cepted into several foreign studios, I ended up to join the studio of Gustavo Penna, a Brazilian architect 

with published work and internationally recognized. This internship, in the city of Belo Horizonte (Brazil), 

allowed me to cross theory with practice and solidify my skills. It also allowed me to have contact with 

other social and cultural realities in the context of a country with an emerging economy. 

Throughout my development as a student I increasingly looked at the Japanese architecture as one of 

the main references to deepen. This country’s architecture has a prominent reputation worldwide, owing 

to centuries of sublime practice and technique. The last four generations of Japanese architects were 

remarkable for the evolution of the history of architecture.

Today in Japan some issues are raised with an extreme relevance to the critical development of the 

disciplines of design and architecture. One of the most debated issues, both through the architectural 

design and critical essays and exhibitions, is the relationship of architecture with nature. The Japanese 

architect Sou Fujimoto (1971), which was interviewed during my trip to Japan, approaches this issue in 

his work. In his recent exhibition called “Futurospective Architecture”2 held at Centro Cultural de Belém 

in Lisbon 2013, the architect claims that the architecture of the future will be similar to a forest.3 In the 

Serpentine Gallery pavilion 2013, inserted in London’s Hyde Park, Fujimoto developed a cloud of tu-

bular white steel creating a curious dialogue with the surrounding park. His aim was to make a building 

that melted into the green.4

Shigeru Ban (1957), another recognized Japanese architect and 2012 Pritzker Prize Laureate, ex-

plores the construction using paper as predominant material. In his case, the nature is intrinsically 

connected to his buildings, making the living inside them totally unique.

In addition to the interesting dialogue about nature, the Japanese architecture has another characteris-

tic that I find essential in the practice of good architecture which is the ability to link to the place. Some 

2 Fundação Centro Cultural de Belém - Sou Fujimoto, Futurospective Architecture Garagem Sul – Architecture 

Exhibitions  from 10-09-2013 to 17-11-2013. 

3 “I believe that the Architecture of the future will be like a forest. In the forest, the leaves, insects, seeds, and on 

an even larger scale, the tree trunks – a truly diverse group of things coexist and is in accord. It is this diversity that 

attracts me, a richness born from space, between order and chaos. If an architecture as forest is created, it will be a 

place of complexity, rich in diversity, much more than that which exists in the architecture of today´s cities. Its inhabit-

ants will be an organic part of this diversity. The projects exhibited here are attempts at creating new notions of nature 

and man-made environments, like a three-dimensional forest, a geometric forest, an urban forest, etc.” in Fundação 

Centro Cultural de Belém 2014, Sou Fujimoto, Futurospective Architecture, viewed 2 June 2015, <https://www.ccb.

pt/Default/en/GaragemSul/Exhibitions/PastExhibitions?a=72>.

4 “I tried to create something melting into the green”. in Ashleigh, D 2013, I tried to create something melting 

into the green – Sou Fujimoto, Dezeen, blog post, 29 September, viewed 2 June 2015, <http://www.dezeen.

com/2013/09/29/i-tried-to-create-something-between-architecture-and-nature-sou-fujimoto-on-serpentine-gallery-

pavilion-2013>.
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architects developed this idea and one of them, which was one of the most important architects of the 

20th century, Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959), had a fascination with the natural beauty and culture of 

Japan, describing it as “the most romantic, the most beautiful.”5 His first visit to Japan was in 1905, some 

years after attending the Japan’s National Pavilion at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 

1893, where he started to become interested in this country’s art, architecture and culture. His designs 

were greatly influenced by the long trips made in the Japan after 1905. When he received the commis-

sion for the Tokyo Imperial Hotel he moved to Japan where he lived and followed its construction for 

approximately six years until completion in 1922.

Wright’s mentor, Louis Sullivan (1956-1924), who he refered as Lieber Meister (German for Dear Mas-

ter),6 was certainly a big inspiration for the development of his “organic architecture”. While sometimes 

attributed to sculptor Horatio Greenough, the phrase “form follows function” was coined by Sullivan. In 

his article, “The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered,” Sullivan wrote:

“It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things physical and metaphysi-

cal, of all things human and all things superhuman, of all true manifestations of the head, of the 

heart, of the soul, that the life is recognizable in its expression, that form ever follows function. 

This is the law.”7

Wright’s theory was slightly different. He believed that buildings should be in harmony with mankind 

and its environment. The so called “organic architecture” philosophy. This philosophy is related to the 

so strong “link to the place” that we find in Japanese traditional architecture. I believe that the formula 

for this philosophy was primarily developed during the six years that Wright lived in Tokyo. The organic 

architecture is present in Japanese traditional dwellings, for example the “Minkas”, which are vernacular 

houses to host farmers, craftsmen or traders, emerging in the Edo period. These houses have very 

simple configurations, making good use of technique and materials, primarily wood, resulting in com-

fortable rooms, perfectly merged with the surroundings, using the least resources possible. 

Even today the wood is largely used in Japan. In part, the choice of this material is overseen by its 

abundance in the country but also for its good seismic resistance, a determining factor in the Japanese 

construction. It is a living material that changes over time and seasons, granting a natural feeling to 

buildings which reinforces its spirituality. Wood is a material in which I have always been interested 

in, having made in the summer of 2013 a practical course to explore the material by the Architectural 

Association in Dorset in southern England.

One of my main career goals is to design comfortable buildings and products. The human well-being 

should be, in my opinion, the most important goal of any architectural designer. The Japanese culture 

has been achieving a prominent position when it comes to comfort and well-being of its users and it is 

5 Wright in Japan 2008, Introduction, viewed 2 June 2015, <http://www.wrightinjapan.org/eng_wij/e_wright/wraj_e.

html>.

6 Cf. Tafel, E 1985, Years With Frank lloyd Wright: Apprentice to Genius, Dover Publications, New York, p. 31.

7 Sullivan, L 1896, The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered, Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, March.
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 Methodology and Process

 Objectives

very much related with the practice of architectural design.8 In today’s bustling world I believe that spe-

cialization is a good solution to conclude projects quicker where, consequently, the economy develops 

faster. However, I feel that a successful building should still be seen as a total work of Art. This is not 

a new concept. Some architects and writers such as Michael Vidalis (birth not provided) referenced a 

German term: “Gesamtkunstwerk”9 - which is related with the responsibility for the design and oversee-

ing of the building’s totality: shell, accessories, furnishings, and landscape. The Japanese are effective 

in creating buildings that are intended as a “total work of art”, therefore I try to conjugate architecture 

and interior design10 in a quest to understand how these disciplines contribute to a more comfortable 

building, which has been a primary purpose along my architectural and design studies. This dissertation 

will help me achieve this important goal of my career.

Objectives

The aim of this dissertation is the discussion of what makes Japan excelling in architectural design. It 

is important to identify and study the works that influenced the architects of today, the techniques they 

use and finally, how they keep innovative in a time and country where almost everything has been done 

already. 

Through the trip I made in Japan between June 23rd and July 26th of 2015 it was possible to absorb 

the Japanese culture much better. It was essential to understand the daily routines of the Japanese, 

from sunrise to sunset. To conclude, the main question to be answered in this dissertation is – Why is 

the field of architectural design in Japan today one of the biggest references worldwide, showing good 

composition, lightness and a wonderful manipulation of light?

Methodology and Process

In order to accomplish the proposed goals, the research development was divided into three different 

categories, which consists of the theoretical research, the trip to Japan, with two interviews, and the 

analysis and treatment of the collected information.

The theoretical research was based on a literature review, through the analysis of monographs, com-

pilations, articles and essays. The work undertaken in the literature review included the following tasks:

1. Historical background of Japan;

8 The definition of comfort will be also deepened in this dissertation because, for the Japanese standards, comfort 

is entirely different from the western standards. See sub chapter 03.4 - Comfort.

9 Vidalis, M 2010, Gesamtkunstwerk – ‘total work of art’, 30 June, Architectural Review. 

10 In the architecture practice, I also feel that exterior and interior should never be separated and this is a common 

opinion along Japanese architects, as I will further explain. For this reason I prefer to use the expression of architec-

tural design as a bond between the fields of architecture and interior design.
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2. Brief study on Japan’s history of the last four-hundred years, a period with a huge develop-

ment in the country, from the Edo period 1603;

3. Architectural framework in Japan;

4. Japanese traditional architecture overview;

5. Modern movement in Japan and major characters;

6. Trends of the 20th century: Metabolism;

7. Contemporaneity and its major characters;

8. Study of some Western architects in which their visit to Japan highly influenced their designs 

and their way of thinking;

9. Impact that some Western architects and designers had in Japan;

In addition to the literature review another important part was the visit to Japan to study several build-

ings, both traditional and contemporary, highly relevant on the world architecture scene.11

Moreover two interviews were made in Tokyo, with two leading architects, which helped to better under-

stand the Japanese working process and key references.

The trip to Japan, included a two week stay in Tokyo and a journey through Japan’s most relevant cities 

for another three weeks. The work undertaken during the visit to Japan included the following tasks:

1. Understand the Japanese culture with the locals;

2. Filmed interview to Sou Fujimoto (1971);12

3. Filmed Interview to Kengo Kuma (1954);13

4. Photograph and film the most important buildings in Tokyo;

5. Trip along the south of Japan during twenty two days to visit, photograph, film and study the 

major architectural masterpieces.

The third and final part of the dissertation consisted in the systematization of the information gathered 

both in the theoretical research and in the trip to Japan, and finally its processing and analysis thereafter 

providing rich content to the production of this written document.

The Structure

The present dissertation is organized in three chapters in addition to the introduction and conclusion. 

11 See the trip plan in Attachments. 

12 See the interview in Attachments. 

13 See the interview in Attachments.
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 The Structure

The first one provides a general context to the theme and represents a basis from which we fundament 

following ideas.14 In the second chapter, still a basis for further deductions, we developed a report about 

more recent accomplishments and we comment about some contemporary architect’s work. The last is 

a personal analysis of the key characteristics that define the Japanese architecture.

Introduction

01 Context of Japanese architecture

The first chapter of this dissertation is focused on providing an historical background about 

Japanese architecture from the moment it started to become “truly Japanese” to the second half 

of the 20th century. This chapter can be divided in three parts. In the first we give an overview of 

the theme and we present some key design and cultural values, which are very important for 

the good understanding of Japanese architecture. In the second part we start by explaining the 

relevance of Japanese architecture, by studying the life of Josiah Conder (1852-1920) in Japan, 

and its fundamentals, through the eyes of Bruno Taut (1880-1958). The chapter ends with the 

major events of the 20th century. First the Modern Movement, and lastly the architectural trends 

of this century. This last part also includes the impact of Japanese architectural design in the 

Western world.

02 New generations of Japanese architects

The second chapter is aimed at the most recent past of Japanese architecture. Introduced by a 

thought about the simple way of living in Japan, this chapter combines the careers, theories and 

work of four of the most important studios of today in Japan: Tadao Ando (1941), Kazuyo Sejima 

(1956) and Ryue Nishizawa (1966), Kengo Kuma (1954) and Sou Fujimoto (1971).

03 Excellence in Japanese architectural design

The third and final chapter is oriented towards a personal interpretation of the main character-

istics of Japanese architecture. The concepts in the title, Simplicity, Spirituality and Comfort are 

discussed and explained. It includes some statements from the interviewed architects: Kengo 

Kuma and Sou Fujimoto as well as some conclusions taken during the one month study trip to 

Japan. 

Conclusion

In the conclusion to this dissertation, besides answering to the proposed questions, an analysis 

of the whole profession of an architectural designer is made based on the principles learned 

through the Japanese culture and architectural design.

14 See the Japanese architecture history timeline in Attachments. 
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 State of the Art

State of the Art

Architectural design in Japan has been captivating worldwide architects, designers and students for 

the past two centuries. There are plenty of published works which promote this country’s architecture 

and architects. Some of these works have been responsible for putting Japanese architecture in the 

international focus, displaying masterful buildings and portraying talented minds at work. In addition, 

Japanese architects started recently to invest in English written monographies, allowing them to get into 

other markets such as the European. Another relevant research medium, which is growing every day, 

is the internet. In the current days, the online platforms upload, in a daily basis, several good examples 

of Japanese architecture designed by young, but talented, studios. 

In a general context the book In Praise of Shadows (1933), written by the well-known Japanese nov-

elist Tanizaki Junichiro, is a particularly charming and discursive rumination on, among many matters, 

the differences between Japanese and occidental aesthetics. This work is a very good introduction to 

the whole Japanese culture and architecture because of its comparisons with the Western.

From the same decade Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture (1936), by the German architect 

Bruno Taut, is the result from a “Lecture Series on Japanese Culture”, delivered on October 30th in 

Tokyo, conducted by the Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai. Much of the importance of this book lies in the atten-

tion gave to the Katsura Imperial Villa, which Taut considers a “fundamental” of Japanese architecture. 

Also written by Bruno Taut, Houses and People of Japan (1958) is a picture of Japanese architecture 

and culture, which begins with basic distinctions between traditions, and proceeds to detailed arrange-

ments and design solutions. Taut gives a clear impression of how Japanese people behaved in these 

buildings, who move and act in a certainly different way than from what he was used to. He states that 

an architect in Japan should respond to the Japanese way of living. 

In Japanese Design (2014), the Asian art expert and author Patricia J. Graham explains how Japa-

nese aesthetics based in fine craftsmanship and simplicity developed. Focusing on ten elements of 

Japanese design, Graham explores how the visual qualities, the cultural parameters and the Japanese 

religious traditions of Buddhism and Shinto have impacted its arts.

Regarding the life of Westerners in Japan, some important works also need to be mentioned.

The dissertation The Architecture of Japan, Discovery, Assimilation and Creation: Josiah Cond-

er Opens the Way (2013) written by Irène Vogel Chevroulet gives a good introduction to the life of the 

British architect Josiah Conder, who had a decisive role in the education of aspirant Japanese archi-

tects in the end of 19th century. Chevroulet’s investigations are a key reference for the work developed 

in this dissertation. 

Also elaborated by Irène Vogel Chevroulet, but in cooperation with Yasushi Zenno, Japan 1940–41 

Imprint and resonance in Charlotte Perriand’s designs (2007) is another extremely important ref-

erence. This investigation presents Perriand’s early career and the importance of the trip to Japan in 

her latter work.
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The Japanization of World Architecture (1985) written by Reyner Banham, analyses the influence of 

Japanese architecture in the world. Mostly focused on the 20th century, Banham starts with the impor-

tance of the Katsura Imperial Villa and finishes with the Metabolism movement.

The retrospective Metabolism, The City of the Future (2011) developed by Nanjo Fumino, with con-

tributions of Yatsuka Hajime, Kuan Seng, Toyokawa Saikaku, Nakamori Yasufumi, Imamura Souhei, 

Kurokawa Kisho, Nango Yoshikazu, Matsushita Kiwa, Yamana Yoshiyuki, Hino Naohiko, looks back at 

the Metabolism movement, registering how the participants’ futuristic dreams joined and impacted the 

development of cities, both in Japan and other countries around the world. This research is one of the 

most completed documents of the movement.

It is also important to refer the existing literature on the life and work of Japanese architects in general. 

Philip Jodidio’s Japanese House Reinvented (2015) is an overview of fifty recently built Japanese 

houses including projects by three Pritzker Prize-winners, Tadao Ando, Shigeru Ban and Kazuyo Se-

jima, as well as by lesser-known emerging architects. Jodidio travelled extensively around Japan to 

develop this work. His book is a great demonstration of the country’s persistent commitment to design 

innovation.

On the other hand, Blaine Brownell’s Matter in the Floating World (2011) is the result of twenty con-

versations with leading Japanese architects and designers. Brownell developed these interview mar-

athon in order to explore the connection between materiality and ephemerality in the creatives’ work. 

These dialogues are divided in four concepts, lightness, atmosphere, flow and emergence. 

Finally, and directly related to the work and career of the architects studied in the dissertation, it is es-

sential to refer Francesco Dal Co’s Tadao Ando Complete Works (1995), the SANAA’s El Croquis 

magazines no. 139 (2008) and 151 (2011), Sou Fujimoto’s El Croquis no. 151 (2010) and Kengo 

Kuma Complete Works (2013) by Kenneth Frampton
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01 Context of Japanese architecture



12



13

01.1 Introduction

“[…] the Japanese creative process is connected to deeply embedded traditions and philoso-

phies that define space and time as particularly precious commodities.”1

As it was mentioned in the last chapter, architectural design in Japan has been captivating worldwide 

architects, designers and students for the past two centuries. Concepts such as “aesthetic elegance, 

functional pragmatism, technological sophistication or precision in craft” 2 are the masterful combination 

that describes the archetypal works realized in this country. Some of these concepts may however also 

be found in Swedish or Finnish architecture, for example. Northern European architects were influ-

enced by Japanese architects and vice versa. As we can observe in the Kochuu movie (2003), Kristian 

Gullichsen (1932) states that:

“(in Villa Mairea) there are many aspects that can be related to Japanese design that go beyond 

architecture. The treatment of materials, the way textures are employed in combination with dif-

ferent materials. All of this has a rather distinct Japanese feel to it. Also on a detail level there are 

direct quotes from Japanese tradition. The relationship between exterior and interior is a further 

example of a loan from Japanese architecture.”3

Or for example when Tadao Ando admitted that Aarno Emil Ruusuvuori (1925-1992)4 was important to 

him early on.5 However, what makes Japanese architecture such an interesting discipline is its ability 

to combine many of the concepts written above, probably overcoming Europe when it comes to tech-

nological sophistication. Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959), who first visited Japan in 1905, was highly 

swayed by the Japanese culture and Architecture.6 His Prairie Style buildings showed clearly some 

characteristics reminiscent of the structures and spatial logic found in Japanese Architecture.7 He de-

nied this fact when he was young, nevertheless he later admitted that he owed to Japan. Bruno Taut 

(1880-1938), a prolific German architect, urban planner and author active during the Weimar period, 

1 Brownell, B 2011, Matter in the Floating World, Princeton Architectural Press, New York, p. 11.

2 Idem.

3 Gullichsen, K 2003, Kochuu: Japanese architecture influence and origin, Wachtmeister J, DVD, Sweden, min 

07:27 part II.

4 “Aarno Ruusuvuori was one of the central architects in Finland during the 1960s, well known for designing 

modern buildings, often using exposed concrete, often in a Brutalist style. His best-known works are the Weilin & 

Göös Print Works in Espoo (1964-66) and the Hyvinkää Church (1961).” in Wikipedia, Aarno Ruusuvuori, viewed 01 

September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aarno_Ruusuvuori>.

5 “Tadao Ando has told me himself that the work of Ruusuvuori was important to him early on. Ruusuvuori admired 

Japanese traditions, architecture, design and art.” in Pallasmaa, J, min 10:03 part II, Kochuu: Japanese architecture 

influence and origin, 2003, Wachtmeister J, DVD, Sweden.

6 The question of Frank Lloyd Wright’s (1867-1959) relationship with Japan arose as early as 1900; see Spencer, 

R 1990, The Work of Frank Lloyd Wright, Architecture Review 7, no. 6.

7 Nute, K 2000, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan: The Role of Traditional Japanese Art and Architecture in the Work 

of Frank Lloyd Wright, Spon Press, London.

01 Villa Mairea’s living room (1940) by 
Alvar Aalto.

02 Frank Lloyd Wright (1959).

03 Bruno Taut (1924).
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was also interested in the country’s culture and Architecture having written five books about this coun-

try’s culture, architecture and gardens.8 Being a Jewish, Taut lived in Japan for three years to flee the 

growing Nazi power in Germany. His statements about the Katsura Imperial Villa, Ise Shrine, and other 

admired realisations established a new theoretical frame for understanding Japanese architecture from 

a Western point of view.9 Also Charlotte Perriand (1903-1999), a furniture designer who worked for Le 

Corbusier (1887-1965) from 1927 to 193710 travelled in Japan after her colleague, Junzo Sakakura 

(1901-1969), recommended her to the Japanese Government, instead of Le Corbusier, for the position 

at the department of Trade and Promotion of the Imperial Ministry of Commerce and Industry. Her task 

was to orient the thinking of industrial designers towards the production of furniture and household 

items to be exported to the West.11 Sakakura and Perriand became friends at Corbusier’s studio and 

she later travelled through Japan from August 1940 until December 1942 where her constant concern 

to write about Japanese art and Japan’s way of life revealed an enormous interest and passion for the 

country.12

The Japanese architectural design scene influenced the work of these architects and designers, and 

many others of the 19th and 20th centuries, as we will study further on. In order to fulfil the wish of getting 

to know Japan better some of these personalities lived and travelled through the country. The most rel-

evant being Hermann Muthesius (1961-1927), Josiah Conder (1852-1920), Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-

1959), Bruno Taut (1880-1938), Robert Mallet-Stevens (1886-1945), Antonin Raymond (1888-1976), 

Richard Neutra (1892-1970), Charlotte Perriand (1903-1999), Carlo Scarpa (1906-1978) and John 

Pawson (1949). Their attraction goes far beyond the mere visual or organizational qualities. The creative 

process is also an important part of Japanese design and architecture and it is deeply connected with 

8 Taut, B 1958, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, Tokyo. / Taut, B 2003, Ich liebe die japanische Kultur, 

Kleine Schriften über Japan, Berlin. / Speidel, M & Taut, B 1995, Natur und Phantasie, Retrospektive, Berlin. / Ner-

dinger, W & Taut, B 2001, Architektur zwischen Tradition und Avantgarde, Stuttgart/München. / Taut, B 2011, Japans 

Kunst mit europäischen, Augen gesehen, Berlin.

9 Taut, B 1958, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, Tokyo.

10 Cf. Wikipedia, Charlotte Perriand, viewed 1 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte_Perriand>.

11 Cf. Chevroulet, I, Zenno, Y 2007, Japan 1940–41 Imprint and resonance in Charlotte Perriand’s designs, p. 1.

12 Cf. Idem, pp. 2-3.

04 Charlotte Perriand with Le Corbus-
ier’s hand, holding a plate by way of a 
halo (1928).

05 Katsura Imperial Villa (left).

06 Ise Shrine (right).
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the tradition and way of living in this country.  Thus it is extremely relevant to understand the character-

istics of Japan and its crucial moments through history. 

In this early phase it is essential to precise that throughout this dissertation entitled: The Simplicity, 

Spirituality and Comfort of Japanese Architectural Design: From the Edo period until today, the defini-

tion of “Japanese architectural design” is the building design considering both its interior and exterior 

and, in most of the cases, its furniture design as well, performed by Japanese personalities in Japan. 

Furthermore, the expression “architectural design” is implied because it is not very accurate to separate 

the disciplines of architecture and interior design in Japan. This concept suggests the merging of the 

two fields in just one. Another very important definition to clarify at this stage is the Japanese traditional 

architecture. The word traditional is very broad and it can relate to many periods of Japan’s history. How-

ever, in this dissertation the Japanese traditional architecture is defined as the architecture practised in 

Japan within the Edo period which spans from 1603 until 1868. 

Finally, a matter debated by many Japanese architects, is the will to absorb the traditional architecture 

essentials into contemporary spaces, making use of facilities and installations of the 20th century. Some 

Japanese architects such as, Kengo Kuma (1954), are constantly exploiting Japan’s tradition in benefit 

of a bigger deepness in their architecture: 

“Yes, I am getting many hints from traditional Japanese Architecture, not only from pre modern 

period but throughout the whole Japan’s existence. From the ancient times for example the Ise 

Shrine is beautiful. The primitive heart of Japan is really beautiful and in the 20th century I can 

also get many hints from the collective Japanese style in the 20th century like Tetsuro Yoshida 

(1894-1956) or Togo Murano (1891-1984). These masters designed a beautiful combination 

of modernism style and Japanese traditional style. Those works were always the model of my 

creations.”13

13 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm, 27 June, Tokyo.
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01.2 Overview

The history of Japanese architecture is quite different than the Western one, starting in the materials 

used, to the conception of the interior space. Japan’s isolated location made its development distinct 

from the rest of the world, resulting in unique architectural ideals and techniques that are still today a 

matter of great interest throughout the worldwide architectural design field.

The first known typically Japanese buildings were primitive dwelling houses, consisting of regular 

squared structures which can still be seen today in the form of the Shinto shrines. These buildings’ con-

struction techniques suffered some modifications through time and they are believed to be of the same 

sort of those built in some islands of the Pacific Ocean.1 Despite the violent climatic conditions, the resi-

dences in Japan did not show many variations over several years, even disregarding some innovations 

like heating systems found in Korea and China.2 In the winter the Japanese would keep themselves 

warm inside the building with the use of braziers and padded garments.3 The origin of these houses, 

with very humble construction, came alongside with Buddhism that appeared in Japan during the 6th 

century.4 Its architecture and philosophy, which came from India, were slightly altered when passing 

through China and Korea.5 Then, up until 660 AD, Japanese construction was influenced by Korean 

architecture, where buildings were made from timber and stone and despite these early constructions 

did not resist until today, they can still be seen in some manuscripts and paintings. Prior to this point, 

homes in Japan were similar to those found a thousand miles away, which consisted of very simple 

constructions with wooden walls and dirt floors.6 

By the reliefs found at Sanchi, the oldest stone construction in India, built in the post-Asoka period,7 one 

can suppose that the early Indian buildings were also made out of wood. However, in India the wooden 

construction was later superseded by brick and stone such as in China, where these materials were 

widely used for pagodas, gates, bridges and temples. In Japan, on the other hand, the wooden con-

struction prevailed for hundreds of years for almost every building with the exception of some elements 

such as castle ramparts, stylobates, foundations and cladding of moats and gates from the 6th century 

onwards.8  Wood, and not stone, is the most important material in Japan because the volcanic nature of 

1 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, Japanese Architecture: A Short History, Tuttle Publishing, p. 23.

2 Cf. Idem.

3 Cf. Ibidem.

4 Cf. Ibidem.

5 Cf. Ibidem.

6 Cf. Architecture Courses 2014, History of Traditional Japanese Architecture, viewed 1 August 2015, <http://www.

architecturecourses.org/history-traditional-japanese-architecture#sthash.GCA9B11j.dpuf>.

7 “Ashoka Maurya, commonly known as Ashoka and also as Ashoka the Great, was an Indian emperor of the 

Maurya Dynasty who ruled almost all of the Indian subcontinent from circa 269 BCE to 232 BCE.” in Wikipedia, 

Ashoka, viewed 1 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashoka#cite_ref-1>.

8 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., pp. 23-24.

07 Sanchi Stupa (also known as the 
Great Stupa).



18

the islands prevents the existence of enough stone suitable for construction9 and also because stone is 

a dangerous material to use in a place with a high earthquake frequency. 

One of the reasons that prevented the Japanese from “shutting themselves” in big storehouses from the 

beginning, except when threatened by big storms using wooden shutters to protect the building, is their 

respect and love for nature. The Japanese has a very deep relation with nature that goes far beyond 

the one a Westerner has: “Japanese seem to bear a particular feeling of symbiosis between man and 

Nature.”10 This fact is deeply embedded in the Japanese culture until today, and it has a big importance 

in the way their country and culture were shaped. Consequently, Japanese residences, whether mili-

tary, civil, or ecclesiastical did nothing but protect inhabitants from the weather, mostly rain and sun. As 

nature is particularly violent in Japan, the Japanese had to learn how to live with it and how to respect 

it, probably more than Westerners. The residences had an entirely different meaning from those built 

in the West. In Japan, they were designed as places from which to appreciate the garden or a distant 

landscape. Some Japanese traditional houses11 had a room added to the roof for the appreciation of 

distant landscape. With the exception of some big houses in cities, restaurants, inns and shops, most 

Japanese traditional houses were single storied, which does not mean that they are necessarily low. 

On the other hand, some distinguished buildings, for instance, mansions, temples, houses of large 

landowners or even palaces, had very lofty roofs, which are high enough to contain several stories 

and where the upper room is left unoccupied for the contemplation of distant views.12 In this desire for 

contemplation lies another important concept, to be developed further in this dissertation, which is the 

spirituality in Japanese architectural design.

During the 17th and 18th centuries it was common to see wealthy families in Europe building exuberant 

palaces or villas. It was the peak of Baroque style13 which began in Italy, encouraged by the Catholic 

Church, and quickly spread to the rest of Europe. Characterised by luxury, drama and ornate detail, the 

style impacted upon all areas of art and design. It was a very “visual” style which major objective was 

to bewilder and amaze, making use of expensive materials and eccentric decorations. The architecture 

and other arts served as a display for richness and power. While these European buildings were de-

signed from the exterior to the interior, most Japanese traditional buildings look as if they were thought 

and designed from the inside out. This is a significant characteristic of Japanese traditional architec-

ture where the quality of the interior space comes before the external appearance of the building as 

9 Cf. Architecture Courses 2014, op. cit, loc. cit.

10 Chevroulet, I 2015, Japanese Architecture Keys of Understanding, HES Fribourg, p. 2.

11 Japanese traditional architecture built during the Edo period.

12 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., p. 24.

13 “The popularity and success of the Baroque style was encouraged by the Catholic Church, which had decided 

at the time of the Council of Trent, in response to the Protestant Reformation, that the arts should communicate 

religious themes in direct and emotional involvement. The aristocracy also saw the dramatic style of Baroque archi-

tecture and art as a means of impressing visitors and expressing triumph, power and control. Baroque palaces are 

built around an entrance of courts, grand staircases and reception rooms of sequentially increasing opulence.” in 

Wikipedia, Baroque, viewed 17 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baroque>.
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opposed to what happened in Europe. The houses were frequently isolated behind a courtyard which 

turns their gate into the most noticeable feature of the property. Since the rank of its owner was denoted 

by its shape and size, comparable with the European ostentation of the time, it was frequent to see quite 

noticeable gates14. The great gates of the Imperial Palace, the gate of the Court noble and the storied 

gate of the temple were noteworthy, which makes understandable that in later days the gates of feudal 

nobility’s mansions were subject to government supervision because they had to be in accordance to 

the owners’ incomes.15 It is plausible to say that the life inside of these Japanese buildings was very 

different from the life in an European building. In Japan the richness was shown in the size and scale 

of the building, the quality of the materials, the construction details, the garden to enjoy, and some 

minor decorations in the moveable panels, while the interior space was generally lived in a similar way 

amongst all social levels. On the other hand, in Europe, the wealth was shown in a more direct way, 

making the slang expression of “show-off” nothing but adequate to describe this lifestyle. Golden clad-

ding, exuberant golden decorations, highly detailed and personalised furniture, a vivacious garden and 

very expensive behaviours. Having this contrast in mind, one might understand the Japanese simplicity 

better and the importance they give to a profound architecture. 

Even so, in Japan, the most noticeable buildings, which might be compared with European cathedrals, 

were shrines, where the builders could give wings to their creativity. In Japan some of the shrines were 

rebuilt every twenty years, where the design remained faithfully to the original, not changing much over 

time.16 This tradition, known as Shin-no-Mihashira, can still be seen in the Ise Grand Shrine. As Profes-

sor Yasushi Zenno stated,

“(…) only Ise Shrine has Shin-no-Mihashira, and also only Ise gets rebuilt every twenty years. 

Other major shrines such as Izumo Taisha and Kasuga shrine, for example, also got rebuilt 

regularly in the past, but as it is so costly and for other reasons, they get “mended” (new roofing, 

etc.) but not “rebuilt” at certain intervals such as every sixty years. However, most Shinto shrine 

buildings are not rebuilt regularly (never in the past) and only mended when necessary.”17 

This turned out to be a very expensive tradition that was suspended in some periods of crisis through 

Japan’s history, and today, as referred, it is only held at Ise, entirely as tradition dictates. Shin-no-mi-

hashira (literally meaning the august column of the heart, or more freely translated as sacred central 

post) is a post about two meters high which is buried under a wooden shed or hut (oi-ya) located in the 

adjoining empty site of the shrine. The new shrine is erected over and around the Shin-no-mihashira 

14 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., p. 24.

15 Cf. Idem, p. 25.

16 Cf. Architecture Courses 2014, op. cit, loc. cit.

17 Zenno Y 2015 pers. comm.  Professor Yasushi Zenno studied and worked for 14 years in California University 

and New York Columbia University and now teaches Architecture history in Tokyo University. He is the world special-

ist on the topic of Charlotte Perriand in Japan. He was introduced by Professor Irène Vogel Chevroulet. 

08 Shin-no-Mihashira (small wooden 
shed).
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which is the holiest and most mysterious object in the Ise Shrine because it remains hidden all times.18 

Kenzo Tangue (1913-2005) and Noboru Kawazoe suggest that:

“The erection of a single post in the centre of a sacred area strewn with stones represents the 

form taken by Japanese places of worship in very ancient times; the Shin-no-mihashira would 

thus be the survival of a symbolism from a very primitive symbolism to the present day.”19

This tradition is a result of the Shinto belief of death and renewal of nature and the impermanence of all 

things – wabi-sabi – and a way of passing building techniques from one generation to the next. Again, 

this ideology is very different from what was seen in the West, where cathedrals were much heavier 

structures, built to last centuries.

With the exception of the pottery tiles, the use of wood in Japanese traditional houses was almost 

exclusive. The wood joints were composed by mortise, tenon and were later pegged, while the gutters 

were made of wood or bamboo. It was not until recently that there were only bamboo pipes, and the 

water was collected from a well using wooden buckets. Every detail in traditional Japanese construction 

was left to see, as opposed to the West where they were mostly hidden, and the wood surfaces needed 

no paint both, with the exception of some little details, which were lacquered after a preparation that 

required a very precise standard of cabinet work. In contrast with the West, Japanese construction used 

no nails in the woodworking, which triggered a big development in the activity that largely surpassed 

other nations. Nothing inside a house was made of metal with the exception of small details such as 

sliding doors’ pushes and, in some cases, the iron shutters in the windows of the fireproof storehouse.20 

In 1933, Junichiro Tanizaki stated that: 

“We (Japanese) find it hard to be really at home with things that shine and glitter. The Westerner 

uses silver and steel and nickel tableware, and polishes it to a fine brilliance, but we object to 

the practice.”21 

According to Tanisaki metal objects are, not only harmful for the eyes, because they “shine and glitter”, 

but also uncomfortable objects because they are cold to the touch. 

Moreover, the Japanese traditional house did not provide much privacy for its inhabitants. Its succession 

of rooms, one after the other, with a corridor called engawa that separated the space which was actually 

used for living, from the outside, had a significant effect on the conducts of the Japanese people who, 

without respect and discipline, would never be able to live in.22

18 Cf. Witcombe, C 1998, Ise Shrine, Sacred Places, viewed 5 August 2015, <http://witcombe.sbc.edu/sacred-

places/ise.html>.

19 Tange, K & Kawazoe, N 1965, Ise: Prototype of Japanese Architecture, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press, Cam-

bridge, p. 167.

20 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., pp. 25-26.

21 Tanisaki, J 1933, In praise of Shadows, Japan, p.18.

22 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., p. 27.

09 Example of pegged mortise and 
tenon.
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Another substantial matter that had a deep impact on Japanese traditional architecture was its recur-

rent fires and earthquakes. The houses were designed having its inhabitants’ safety in mind. It was 

possible to easily escape from a building on fire from any convenient part of the house. Whereas the 

construction of rather high pagodas and temples had proven to have sufficient resistance to sustain the 

high lateral forces of an earthquake.23 These catastrophes are frequent in Japan, having about 7500 

hits a year, where 300 of them are perceptible by humans. And 420 devastated Japan in a thousand 

year of history.24 Consequently Japanese people have an ability to quickly change because all condi-

tions forced them to be so. Apart from earthquakes, Japan’s weather is rather violent as well. In the 

summer, warm heavy rains bring high humidity. There are more than twenty names for rain in Japan. 

On the other hand, the cold white winter presents repeated snowfalls. The wind is either cold or warm. 

These variations have a positive effect on the Japanese mood, which is very emotional, adjusting well 

to several situations.25

Until the end of the Edo period in 1866, some buildings such as parliament houses or moot halls were 

almost totally absent due to the autocratically imposed regime which prevented people from having any 

say in the administration. Public buildings, with the exception of bath houses and theatres, were in re-

ality quite rare because assemblies of people were by no means beneficial for the shogun government 

and when they existed they were supervised. On top of that, law courts were not very noticeable, due to 

the fact that representatives of justice, who play both judicial and administrative roles, handed out their 

functions in their own mansions and by their rules.26

Lastly, in Japanese architectural design, as important as the temples, residences, mansions or palaces, 

if not more so, is the place that surrounds them, the garden. Despite being an entirely distinct subject 

and highly complex, the garden had a very close relation with architecture as we will study further in 

this dissertation. Before the field of architecture ever existed, the landscaper planed the garden and 

decided where the building or buildings should be constructed27 which usually are arranged around a 

courtyard, or with separate parts connected by walkways or bridges. Then the carpenter was the one 

who decided the architecture of buildings according to his knowledge. Above all, the garden is an es-

sential part of the house that, for many years, is to be designed by an expert together with the architect 

or even before him. 

To conclude, in Japan many titles and court related names or expressions refer to buildings, rooms or 

construction elements which remark how very architectural the titles are in this country. Some examples 

of these words are found in the following list with the respective translation: 28

23 Cf. Idem.

24 Cf. Chevroulet, I 2015, op. cit., p. 2.

25 Cf. Idem.

26 Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., p. 26.

27 Cf. Kuma K 2015 pers. comm, 27 June, Tokyo.

28 Cf. Sadler, A 2009, op. cit., p. 25.
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1. Mikado (Emperor title) – “August Gate”; 

2. Heika (His Majesty) – “Below the steps” (of the palace);

3. Denka (Highness) – “Below the mansion”;

4. Tono (Nobleman) – “Mansion”;

5. In (Retired Emperor or dead Shogun) 29 – “Temple”;

6. Mon-in (Dowager Empress) – “Retired One of the palace gate”: 

7. Kamon (Descendants of the House) – “House Gate”;

8. Mombatsu (lineage) – “One whose gate is meritorious”;

9. Meimon (A noble family) – “Gate of repute”;

10. Tsubone (The title of a lady-in-waiting) – “Courtyard”; 

11. Kita-no-kata (Wives of nobles and Shoguns) – “The lady of the north or inner side of the 

house”;

12. Mi-daidokoro (Wives of nobles and Shoguns) – “August kitchen”;

13. Okusama (Lady) – “Inner apartment”;

14. Go reikei (Lady) – “August bed-chamber”;

15. Go bo (Monk) – “Honourable cell”;

16. Heya sama (Noble’s concubine) – “Honourable chamber”;

17. Sai (Literary termination of scholar) – “Study”;

18. An (Literary termination of aesthetes) – “Cottage”.

29 “A shogun, was a hereditary military governor in Japan during the shogunate period from 1192 to 1867. In this 

period, the shoguns were the de facto rulers of the country, though officially they were appointed by the Emperor.” in 

Wikipedia, Shogun, viewed 5 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shogun>.
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01.3 Design and cultural values of Japan

Some remains of prehistoric Japanese architecture from the 5th century BC1 have survived, such as ter-

ra-cotta houses and pit houses built by the Japanese Neolithic tribe known as Jomon.2 After this period 

the architecture techniques have advanced noticeably developing a variety of traditional styles. Mostly 

because of the mild climate, the basis for Japan’s construction has, since it is known, traditionally been 

made of wooden structures. As indicated before, few of the many buildings’ functions in Japanese tradi-

tional architecture did not use wood as its primarily material.3 Other materials like stone, soil and bricks 

were also used in this period but in a smaller frequency. The wooden architecture, known as kansai,4 

brought in the 6th century by Buddhism, originally from India but slightly altered during its passage by 

from China and Korea, was in its highest point in the 8th century. The Japanese carpenters, the “archi-

tects of that time”, started to add decorative elements and a variety of design details giving birth to a 

refined architectural style and technique that carved their uniqueness through time.

The forms and techniques used in Japanese construction do not reflect only the climate, which is quite 

central, but also the evolution of the Japanese culture. How and where can we confirm that? The rich 

Japanese traditional architecture is well seen in religious buildings, such as Buddhist temples and Shin-

to shrines. Various examples of these kinds of buildings are still standing in Japan due to a challenging 

maintenance and several restorations through time. During the study trip in Japan many relevant build-

ings, showing this kind of architecture, were visited and photographed. The most relevant ones were 

the Edo Tokyo Open air museum, the Naiku and Geku Ise shrines (3rd and 5th century respectively), 

the Katsura Imperial Villa (1645) and the Hida Minzoku Mura Folk Open air Village in Takayama. These 

sites are today visited by hundreds of people because they remain the most representative examples 

of fine Japanese historical architecture. The Naiku Ise shrine main building is located in one of the ho-

liest and most important site of the country. The visit to this shrine is an experience “out of this world”. 

1 Cf. Japan Orbit 2015, Japanese architecture, viewed 11 August 2015, <http://www.japanorbit.com/japanese-cul-

ture/japanese-architecture-japan.html>.

2 Cf. Idem.

3 See sub-chapter 01.2 - Overview.

4 Cf. Japan Orbit 2015, op.cit, loc. cit.

10 Pit house example built in the Jomon 
period.

11 Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural 
Museum (left).

12 Hida Minzoku Mura Folk Village 
(right).
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They fascinate through their pure simplicity where one sees nothing but green trees, broad gravel lanes 

and the wooden, barely painted shrine structures. The Ise shrine is the most well-known of the Shinto 

shrines. Shinto, translated to English – “the way of the gods”5 – is an ancient religion of Japan known 

for having been started around 1000 BC and is still practised today by five million people approximately. 

“The followers of Shintoism believe that spiritual powers exist in the natural world.”6 After a visit to the 

Ise shrine, one is keener to believe that the nature has a supernatural mystic capable of creating a 

tremendously powerful place where even non-believers feel well.

Next we present two sets of information. The first one is a list of the five keys of architectural design in 

Japan which was based on the Patricia Graham’s book Japanese Design. This list was altered having 

the study trip in mind and the many experiences lived while in Japan. In addition, the second list con-

tains the four principles of traditional Japanese architecture according to Esteban Beita, which help us 

to detect this kind of architecture through its common physical elements.

01.3.1 Five key characteristics of architectural design in the Japanese culture

In her book Japanese Design,7 Patricia Graham enlists ten key characteristics of the design in Japa-

nese culture: The aesthetic dimensions of Shinto; Emphasis on craftsmanship and technological inno-

vation; Beauty in miniaturization and detailed workmanship; Importance of artistic lineages and team-

work; Linkages between literary and visual arts; Appreciation of changing seasons; Rituals order daily 

life; Penchant for emotional extremes; Distinctions in Local and regional culture; Fashion consciousness 

inspires innovation. Some of these characteristics are valid even when it comes to architectural design. 

This list was curated and transposed for an architectural point of view which does not change very much 

from its initial state due to the consistency of the Japanese culture. Five main points were chosen and 

slightly reformed having in mind every single conversation and experience in Japan:

Discipline, perfectionism and detail:

The fine craftsmanship thrived in Japan owing to a patient and perfectionist attitude that is seen 

still today throughout the whole country. This attention to detail was encouraged by the Japa-

nese social morals and spiritual beliefs derived first from Buddhism and Shinto, and later from 

5 Wikipedia, Shinto, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinto>.

6 Wikipedia, Shinto, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinto>.

7 Graham, P 2014, Japanese Design, Tuttle Publishing, North Clarendon.
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Confucianism.8 Architects, designers and artists tried making use of new technologies, which 

would improve the quality of their work, not only to answer market demands but also to exploit 

the potentialities of the media in which they worked with. Many of Japan’s famous designs and 

architecture techniques have exciting success stories due to insistent refinements and innova-

tions that incorporate solutions learned abroad. Attached to this perfectionism it is relevant to 

add that the Japanese are one of the most disciplined citizens in the world. During the study 

trip in Japan many situations were observed. Their daily routine is generally very methodical 

from the way one dresses to the place one putt his phone on the desk in the working place. For 

example, most Japanese men dress the same way during the week, white shirt and black trou-

sers.9 Not mentioning the punctuality, which is taken to an extreme. During the daily commute 

on the subway most of the people are silent, some of them use their phones, some read, some 

prepare the upcoming work day in the daily schedules and some just listen to music. In such 

a high populated country one must work in harmony in order to keep things working smoothly. 

This cooperation is deeply embedded in the Japanese culture starting right at the kindergarten 

where the children have duties once or twice a week, either to clean their room, a task known as 

“area cleaning”, or to serve the lunch to other students and help in the refectory. 

In fact the discipline of Japanese children is fantastic. Just like an adult, children too, are used 

to obey public behaviour and rules. In contrast with the West, Japanese children are not behind 

any of the adults and on many occasions they perform better than adults in obedience and disci-

pline. The cleanliness we observe in Japan is a reflection of this mentality of keeping everything 

tidy and in its place. Another “odd” situation in Japan is the lack of rubbish bins in the Japanese 

streets, yet it is without any doubt one of the most clean nations on earth. It started as an an-

ti-terrorism measure, and has continued largely because it saves money, and curiously did not 

encourage people to leave their trash on the ground as some feared would happen. Of course 

there are exceptions. Even so, discipline is one of the best qualities of Japanese society, which 

is admirable and would be highly positive in some other parts of the world. 

Small scale:

Besides the emphasis on fine craftsmanship and technological innovation, the Japanese are 

8 “Confucianism, also known as Ruism, is an ethical and philosophical system, also described as a religion, de-

veloped from the teachings of the Chinese philosopher Confucius (551–479 BCE). Confucianism originated as 

an “ethical-socio-political teaching” during the Spring and Autumn Period, but later developed metaphysical and 

cosmological elements in the Han Dynasty. Following the official abandonment of Legalism in China after the Qin 

Dynasty, Confucianism became the official state ideology of the Han. Nonetheless, from the Han period onwards, 

most Chinese emperors have used a mix of Legalism and Confucianism as their ruling doctrine. The disintegration 

of the Han in the second century CE opened the way for the soteriological doctrines of Buddhism and Taoism to 

dominate intellectual life at that time.” in Wikipedia, Confucianism, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Confucianism>.

9 Observed during the summer of 2015.
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particularly interested in the appreciation of refined beauty of small spaces, objects of minor di-

mensions and proportions, and art forms whose beauty derives from meticulous detail.  In some 

media, craftsmen spent days refining a little detail given their perfectionism. During the trip made 

to Japan it was possible to observe in the Edo Tokyo Open air museum the high quality of the 

traditional umbrellas, for example, that were built with the most care resulting in complete piec-

es of art composed by several tiny painstaking pieces. The bonsai is also a good example that 

shows the Japanese great care for a smaller form of nature. The Korean literary critic O-Young 

Lee10 (1934) is one of many who have observed these preferences among the Japanese. He 

credits this emphasis to the meaning of the Japanese language word “craftsmanship” (saiku; 

meaning “delicate workmanship”).11 In conclusion the Japanese word for beauty embodies a 

complex meaning like “small, delicately wrought things” which compliments the fact that fine 

craftsmanship, manifested in attention to details, in architecture or arts, and appreciation of 

beauty invariable go hand in hand in Japan. 

Teamwork:

Another very important aspect in the Japanese culture, which is rather different from the West, 

is the life within groups. There is the group of family, the group of work and the group of friends. 

The Japanese citizen normally does not live with solitude. The people kept the pre-modern tra-

ditions, including this “middle age way” of working in groups. For example, the woman belongs 

to the family group, so, when she becomes a mother, she should stop working and focus on 

the children and family which is the priority group. Westerners are generally very assertive and 

individual. In Japan, you never exist really as one lonely person.12 This characteristic in Japa-

nese culture is not an accident. For centuries, Japanese artists, designers and architects have 

worked in multigenerational workshops headed by a master who followed his apprentices and 

assistants at work, helping them during the learning process in order to achieve an efficient 

production. This system is common in many occasions in Japan. Some scholars absorbed this 

way of teaching that was developed in the distant past when wet rice cultivation and village life 

demanded a very organized cooperation between the inhabitants in order to survive. The very 

low temperatures in the winter, and the high frequency of natural disasters also helped develop-

ing a nation that was prepared to overtake difficult situations. This system of communal learning 

has become so meaningful that a special expression was invented to describe it: iemoto seido 

10 Lee O Young (born January 15, 1934) is a South Korean critic and novelist. 

11 Graham, P 2014, op. cit., p. 87.

12 Chevroulet I 2015 pers. comm., 5 June.

13 Japanese umbrela.
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(“head-master system”). Many traditional arts forms, including the tea ceremony,13 schools of 

poetry, flower arranging (ikebana) and others still follow this system today. The iemoto sys-

tem reveals Japan’s tightly connected social structure, which promotes continuity of family and 

group-like lineages that frequently transmits technical knowledge secretly. Moreover, some new 

traditions are established when ambitious pupils leave their master, ready to take the hard task 

of creating their own workshop and have their own apprentices. 

Changing seasons:

Japan is one of the most industrialized and densely populated countries on earth, though its 

high number of magnificent forests, mountains and rivers prove that, for long, the country’s care 

for green spaces prevails. The arts in general, from architecture to sculpture, have a sensible 

use of natural materials, especially paper, wood, bamboo, clay and lacquer. Japanese art is also 

successful with the imagery of creatures somehow related with nature. Much of the existing art 

work show how Japan is seasonally oriented, which has led to generalizations that pre-modern 

Japanese citizens lived a life synchronized with the seasonal rhythm, reflective of the country’s 

relatively long spring and autumn seasons. This appreciation for nature is strongly based on the 

Japanese religious beliefs and traditions such as Shinto, Daoist and Buddhist.14 

It cannot be denied that the Japanese craftsmen, designers or artists handle the natural materi-

als with an extreme sensitivity and excel in displaying the beauty of the natural world, especially 

its seasonal permutations. This affection for nature has come to be regarded as a cultural idea, 

not a love of nature in its ordinary form. The romanticized notions about Japanese love for na-

ture had to be reassessed in a country where only one third of its area is suitable for urbaniza-

tions development. Despite the widespread deforestation of the valuable cypress (hinoki) wood 

used for Buddhist temples and other imposing buildings, and the events of the March 11th, 2011 

Tohoku region earthquake, tsunami and nuclear power disaster, the Japanese culture is ever 

more aware of protecting and respecting nature as it represents one of the vital elements in a 

Japanese citizen’s life.15

13 “The Japanese tea ceremony, also called the Way of Tea, is a Japanese cultural activity involving the ceremo-

nial preparation and presentation of matcha, powdered green tea. In Japanese, it is called chanoyu or sado, chado. 

The manner in which it is performed, or the art of its performance, is called (o)temae. Zen Buddhism was a primary 

influence in the development of the Japanese tea ceremony. Much less commonly, Japanese tea ceremony uses 

leaf tea, primarily sencha, in which case it is known in Japanese as senchado as opposed to chanoyu or chado. 

Tea gatherings are classified as an informal tea gathering chakai and a formal tea gathering chaji. A chakai is a 

relatively simple course of hospitality that includes confections, thin tea, and perhaps a light meal. A chaji is a much 

more formal gathering, usually including a full-course kaiseki meal followed by confections, thick tea, and thin tea. A 

chaji can last up to four hours.” In Wikipedia, Tea ceremony, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Japanese_tea_ceremony>.

14 Cf. Graham, P 2014, Japanese Design, Tuttle Publishing, North Clarendon, p. 95.

15 Cf. Idem, p. 95.

14 Genga Flowers and birds in a land-
scape.
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Emotional extremes:

As mentioned before in the number 1. of the first list, Discipline, perfectionism and attention 

to detail, Daoism and Confucianism influenced the development of Shinto and Buddhist ritual 

practices in Japan. Confucianism, an ethical faith, advocated values of honesty, respectfulness, 

self-cultivation and diligence. On the other hand Daoism emphasized complementary yin (fe-

male) and yang (male) forces of energy that emanated from the infinitive void at the centre of the 

universe, from which all matter appeared, and which ruled the five natural elements (wood, met-

al, fire, water and earth). A development of a set of native Japanese rituals, known as Onmyodo, 

the “Way of yin-yang”, that featured rites for personal and national protection, fortune-telling, 

setting of the calendar, and talismans, can be explained by the contribution of the Daoism, 

Confucianism and other Chinese folk believes, together with aspects of Esoteric Buddhism and 

Shugendo (drawn from practices of Shinto and Daoism). 

Perhaps because of the dutiful and formal nature of much of Japanese religions and secular 

life, the need for relief from tensions accumulated by the adherence to demands of a complex 

society abound and are manifested in expressions of both violence and humour. In Japanese 

literature there are many stories of these very human emotions, the earliest of which appear in 

Shinto’s creation myths that envisioned Shinto kami very temperamental which were suscepti-

ble to emotional explosions.16

The cultural values in Japan are extremely important for the understanding of the Japanese archi-

tecture. Why is the Japanese architecture so different from the Western one? What makes Japanese 

architecture stand from other major Asian architectures? The Japanese culture is quite central while 

answering to these questions. Basically all these values will be reflected on the architectural design. 

From interior to exterior, from the materials to the industrial design. All these elements mirror centuries 

of a culture that is very difficult to understand, probably because of the spiritual and mystical feelings 

attached to it. The visit to Japan is essential to understand this. The architecture cannot be shown in 

magazines without missing too many points that make the architectural experience truly special. 

01.3.2 Design principles of Japanese traditional architecture

Furthermore it is also convenient to show some of the most typical features of traditional Japanese ar-

chitecture. So, after all what is Japanese traditional architecture? How can we identify a traditional Japa-

nese building? To answer these questions we follow Esteban Beita’s arguments.17 His theory underlines 

five major physical characteristics of Japanese architecture. It is very hard to comply such a complex 

and historical architecture in a few couple of topics but this list gives a good idea of the strongest phys-

16 Cf. Ibidem, p. 104.

17 Beita, E 2014, PhD: Design Principles of Traditional Japanese Architecture, Youtube, New York Institute of Tech-

nology, Manhattan, viewed 12 August 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.
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ical elements in Japanese traditional buildings. These are – shakkei or borrowed scenery, moveable 

panels and Tatami mats, deep eaves and obscured boundaries.18 They present a good description for 

an outsider who wants to identify Japanese architecture’s main characteristics. This study by Esteban 

Beita is a result of seven years of field work that allowed the study of every kind of traditional building 

comparing its differences between the four seasons. About 130 temples, shrines, tea houses, pavilions, 

castles, dwellings were visited, four times each, and documented. 

Shakkei or borrowed scenery:

“This is a Chinese character which is using the Japanese architecture and means borrowed 

scenery. This means that the landscape around the building is a much further landscape. 

So it is the combination of a distant landscape with a much closer surrounding like a private 

garden.”19 

Shakkei is the idea of borrowed scenery. Most Japanese gardens are very small, just like a 

miniature world. The reason for that is due to the price of the land in Japan being so expensive 

and difficult to afford, which has always been very limitative. So people had to create sceneries 

in very limitative spaces. Whether that was architecture or landscaping, in order to expand a gar-

den, one had to “borrow” a mountain that is far away for example. Some solutions were adopted 

to improve these surroundings, for example the placement of a green hedge that hid the horizon 

plane of the view. That means we cannot tell where something ends or where it starts. After-

wards other landscape elements are composed to give both depth and scale to the garden, so 

as you go further back these elements become higher and higher. These elements are trees, 

for example, placed near the garden limit, which are spaced, sometimes, to match the structure 

of the temple. This would be the last layer of the private garden, having landscape behind and 

a distant mountain resulting in a beautiful composition. There could be other houses in the sur-

roundings but the hedge is preventing the direct view to it, so one could have a bigger privacy.

18 In conversation with Professor Irène Vogel Chevroulet she brought our attention to the fact that some of these 

solutions are not exclusively Japanese and can be seen elsewhere. Chevroulet I 2015 pers. comm., 13 June.

19 Idem, min. 3:00, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.

15 Example of a Japanese garden 
(left).

16 Example of a Shakkei (right).
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Moveable panels (using shoji and fusuma) and Tatami mats:

“Shoji is a semi-transparent paper panel that one can slide, take off and move. Fusuma is 

the same panel but with a much thicker paper which makes it opaque and is also moveable. 

They are good for the changing seasons because they make the space very flexible.”20

The moveable panels allow a big flexibility of the space. One can dispose the panels in order 

to get one big room, or two rooms, or three rooms etc., depending on the original design of the 

building, or, by contrast, take all the panels off and get a totally freed space, open to the outside. 

The good thing is that the inhabitant can modify his interior space according to his needs. More 

light, more space, more ventilation, more privacy, warmer, fresher, and so on. This flexibility 

feature is a big surprise for the first time visitor to Japan who is used to the “fixed” spaces from 

the West, and that is why we consider it for this list.

Furthermore a very important characteristic in Japanese traditional architecture is that its de-

sign is based on the tatami mat’s measurements. This means that all rooms have long been 

multiples of a tatami or floor-mat.  Therefore this modular sistem of mats and panels is intended 

as a rule, where the pieces create a unity. These pieces are slightly variable. “The size of tatami 

differs between different regions in Japan. In the Kyoto area, tatami generally measure 0.955 

m by 1.91 m. Tatami of this size are referred to as Kyoma tatami. Tatami in the Nagoya region 

generally measure 0.91 m by 1.82 m, and are referred to as Ainoma (lit., “in-between” size) 

tatami. In the region around Tokyo, tatami generally measures 0.88 m by 1.76 m. Tatami of this 

size are referred to as Edoma or Kantoma tatami. In terms of thickness, 5.5 cm is average for 

a Kyoma tatami, while 6.0 cm is the norm for a Kantoma tatami”21 and all sliding doors have 

the same height and width as the tatami, with half the thickness, with a fixed size for the pillars 

according to the scale of the building. All of which is economically beneficial and speeds up the 

construction.

Deep eaves:

“Summer is the most intense season in Japan. It is extremely humid sometimes from 90% 

to 100% humidity. The deep eaves provide very long shadows and keep the space cool.”22

The main reason for the big eaves is the Japanese hot summer. A big eave creates shadow, 

that so usefully protects the tatami, which in turn lowers the temperature inside, and contributes 

to a sense of mystery and spirituality, created by the opposition of light and shade, which is so 

attached to the Japanese culture. Light and shadow are crucial in the way they enter the space, 

consequently the views from outside really stand out since they are so much brighter than the 

interior space. Again, creating a very soothing and relaxing living space inside. The space creat-

20 Ibidem, min. 3:30, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.

21 Wikipedia, Tatami, viewed 14 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tatami>.

22 Beita, E 2014, op. cit., min. 4:10, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.

17 Example of a room with fusuma 
panels and tatami mats.
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ed bellow the eave is called engawa and is used, not only for the temperature reasons, but also 

for circulation, and its situation makes it a very good place to appreciate the garden.

Obscured boundaries:

“This means that one cannot tell when something starts and it ends from inside to the out-

side, there is a blurry felling. Things are left unfinished and because of that we can expand 

the boundaries, we can see the space is bigger, even though it can be much smaller.”23 

Lastly, the obscured boundaries defend the idea that one cannot tell what it is outside and in-

side. A house in the summer with most of its panels stored almost becomes part of the garden, 

due to the openness of the spaces, so it is very hard to define a limit between the inner and 

outer space.

23 Idem, min. 4:40, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.

18 Japanese deep eaves.

19 Example of a tatami standard di-
mension.
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01.4 Relevance of Japanese architecture

“Today, Japanese are among the most innovative architects in: use, materials and structures. 

But, is it meaningful to speak about Japanese architecture in our globalized world where ideas 

circulate and where the nation is not any more the major cultural reference as it was during the 

19th and 20th centuries? Yes!”1

Irène Vogel Chevroulet proposes three keys for understanding Japanese architecture: Naturalness, 

Lightness and flexibility. In this thesis a different interpretation is proposed. Every visitor to Japan in-

terprets this country’s architecture in its own way. However, many of these concepts are attached and 

correlated as we will see further on. 

It is firstly necessary to develop the Japanese architecture’s relevance. As Chevroulet stated, Japanese 

architects are in the edge of innovation amongst the architecture world scene and why is that? And 

since when does this occur? 

Let us go through some historical background. Ieyasu Tokugawa became Japan’s Shogun2 in 1603 af-

ter successfully defeat his rivals using fire guns acquired to the Europeans. His successors on the other 

hand thought that the increasing trade with the Western countries and the Christianity spreading would 

question the Japanese culture and values. Owing to this fear, one of Ieyasu’s descendant, becoming 

shogun in 1623, Iemitsu, implemented the Japan isolation Policy composed by two edicts.3 The first 

Shogun edict in 1635, was directed to the two commissioners of Nagasaki, a port city in south Japan 

and a centre of Christianity prohibiting the arrival of foreign ships; the second in 1639, dealt with the 

continuing missionary efforts of the Portuguese Jesuits, who refused to abandon their activities despite 

the regime’s persecution. Both these edicts were intended to force foreign trade and missionaries out 

of Japan which resulted in an isolation period for more than two hundred years from 1635 until 1853. 

This period was broken by Commodore Perry’s (1794-1858) expedition in 1853 who forced Japan to 

accept trading with the United States and demanded a treaty permitting trade and the opening of Japa-

nese ports to U.S. merchant ships. Commodore Perry could easily impose his wish by the use of force. 

Without a navy with which to defend themselves, Japan was in a difficult position where the acceptance 

was the only way out. 

During the isolation period Japanese architecture remained unseen and became most like a forbidden 

fruit, causing an intense fascination for Western architects that had only access to rare drawings and 

prints. After the Perry’s expedition in 19th century, a wave of Western enthusiasts aroused intrigued 

by an architecture without influence from any foreign style due neither to colonisation nor massive 

construction with new materials, brought by the industrial revolution. It is still possible to see today the 

positive impact that this Japanese architecture has had in Western architectural designers. 

1 Chevroulet, I 2015, Japanese Architecture Keys of Understanding, HES Fribourg, p. 1.

2 See Shogun’s meaning in 01.2 - Overview.

3 See the edicts in Attachments.

20 Portrait of Commodore Perry in a 
uniform (1819).
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The Japanese pre-modern architecture had a high potential for giving new solutions never before seen. 

During these two centuries of isolation, Japanese builders developed their own techniques by trial and 

error focusing on a unique cultural frame resulting in an established style which used almost exclusively 

natural materials. Tired of the battle of styles, the Western architects appealed to Japanese pre-modern 

architecture in order to validate their researches and philosophies.4 

“They looked for simplicity, for abstraction. (…) it is precisely in Japanese pre-modern architec-

ture that they found values of austerity and asymmetry. They were pleased by the asymmetrical 

patterns and the irregular disposal of buildings in sites. This compositional mode seemed far 

more attractive than the tyrannical exigencies of the classical composition.”5 

This excerpt reveals just what Western architects were looking for when they got acquainted with Jap-

anese pre-modern architecture. During this early period of “Western discovery” of Japan, this country’s 

architecture influenced not always in a good way. The Japonisme was more like a solution to specific 

problems instead of a superior reference to learn from. It was more about copying than it was about 

assimilating. However it was difficult to have access to a deeper level of inspiration resulting from a 

process of imitation. Intercontinental trips were very hard at that time and there was a very low number 

of publications about Japanese architecture.

Before the 19th century, only one important publication is known to have caught the attention of the 

Western architects of the time. Its author, far from being an architect, Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716), 

was a German physician and botanist who was authorized to travel through Japan for research be-

tween the years of 1690 and 1692. He worked as a doctor in Nagasaki, the only place that was allowed 

for foreigners to stay in Japan, showing a big expertize that made him unreplaceable. Kaempfer assem-

bled his ideas and memories, along with hundreds of engravings, in his History of Japan, published in 

London in 1727.6 This book was the most important reference of Japan that the West had access until 

the 19th century. Many intellectuals referred to Kaempfer’s book with significance in many fields like ge-

ography, philosophy and politics. In addition several engravings represented his main visits to temples 

and dwellings in Dejima.

Already during the 19th century, and again by the hands of a German scientist and physician, Philipp 

Franz von Siebold (1796-1866), the West cherished another interesting publication called Nippon, con-

taining numerous representations and drawings of temples and sites. This low circulated book, showed 

a great uniqueness in Japan’s architecture, which had been maturing, with nearly no external influenc-

es, for more than two centuries. Due to harsh Japanese laws directed to foreigners, Siebold, who was 

living in Japan since 1823, was expelled in 1829, accused of possessing a map of Japanese northern 

frontier. His book, published in 1832, showed early Japanese traditional buildings, reinterpretations of 

4 Cf. Chevroulet, I 2015, The Architecture of Japan, Discovery, Assimilation and Creation: Josiah Conder Opens 

the Way, p. 3. The following analysis concerning Conder mainly comes from this essay.

5 Idem.

6 Cf. Ibidem.
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Chinese architecture often seen in temples, pagodas, gardens and residences, and brought to Japan 

along with Buddhism between the 6th and 12th century. His descriptions also showed some Western 

building techniques, learnt during the commercial exchanges of the 16th century.

After the successful expedition of Commodore Perry (1794-1858), Japan went through some years of 

instability. In addition to the U.S. several other nations later forced Japan to open doors to trade: 

“Russia, Britain, France, and Holland all followed Perry’s example and used their fleets to force 

Japan to sign treaties that promised regular relations and trade. They did not just threaten Japan 

— they combined their navies on several occasions to defeat and disarm the Japanese feudal 

domains that defied them.”7 

Furthermore, the shogun bakufu lost the battle against the aristocracy that restored the power of the 

Emperor Meiji. During the prosperous Meiji Era (1868-1912), which witnessed the industrial revolution, 

Japan built railways, improved roads and inaugurated a land reform program to prepare the country for 

further development. Apart from the public infrastructure, Japan created a Western-based education 

system in order to obtain Western expertise in several areas, through thousands of students who were 

sent to the United States and Europe. Furthermore, it hired more than three thousands Westerners 

to teach modern science, mathematics, technology, arts, and foreign Languages in Japan.8 These so 

called oyatoi, who worked for a period of four years, would prepare their pupils to become the future 

masters. 

01.4.1 Josiah Conder (1852-1920)

As a result of this “Western recruitment,” that happened after almost two centuries of closure, a Brit-

ish architect, Josiah Conder (1852-1920) accepted to become the first professor at the new Imperial 

College of Engineering in Tokyo (now part of Tokyo University) at the remarkably young age of twen-

ty-four. He moved to Japan in 1876, after winning, that same year, the Soane Medallion Competition 

with his country house design in Gothic style, and started teaching contemporary architecture and its 

fundamentals, without ever having designed a building himself. This shows the commitment he gave to 

architecture and to the profession since a very young age, revealing to be an exceptional tutor, advising 

his pupils to seek an “architectural beauty designed in simple forms.”9 Conder was extremely interested 

in finding principles that could be used not only in Japan, but also internationally, excelling in the ability 

to synthetize abstract fundamentals.

“Conder recognized the major qualities of Japanese architecture consisted in the appropriate 

use of wood to achieve structural, climatic, and aesthetical ends. He encouraged his students 

7 Asia for educators 2009, Commodore Perry and Japan (1853-1854), viewed 9th August 2015, <http://afe.easia.

columbia.edu/special/japan_1750_perry.htm>.

8 Cf. Wikipedia, Meiji period: Economy, viewed 9 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meiji_period>.

9 Chevroulet, I 2015, op. cit., p. 6.

21 Old photograph of Conder wearing 
a kimono.
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to observe and draw their ancient architecture. He particularly insisted on the artistic education 

and on the development of imagination by drawing. He was convinced that this technique would 

give students the means for taking inspiration from the cultures of the past without imitating 

them in a slavish way. In doing so, Conder probably reacted against the traditional Japanese 

way of learning by pure imitation of the techniques and of the master’s mind until the student’s 

full possession of expressive means. In such a learning process, the apprentice may not feel 

concerned about the development of his own point of view, or about innovation.”10 

Conder’s ideals were a complete novelty in Japanese architectural education that contributed for a 

paradigm shift where the carpenters were no longer the leaders of the projects but the ones who ma-

terialized the architect’s designs. Conder asked his pupils to adapt the traditional architectural process 

that created sublime spaces with tatami mats and light furniture, into modern spaces with the latest 

technology in order to provide a lifestyle as comfortable as in the West. He was a scholar with a broad 

range of knowledge, from the structure to composition not forgetting of course the city-planning and 

the development of modern amenities. Conder also taught acoustics, electricity, heating and hygiene. 

During the time that the Japanese architectural expression had not been born yet, the British architect 

made his students aware of the Victorian Gothic and French Neoclassical styles. However, he made 

a statement in which he defended that they should find their own ideas interpreting and adapting the 

Japanese decorative tradition. Conder’s positive contribution led to the extension of his contract for eight 

more years until 1884. When his contract ended, he went to England, however his attachment to Japan 

was so strong that he permanently returned in 1886.

Conder was since then considered by many as the “father of modern architecture” in Japan. His build-

ings and teachings were extremely innovative that time in Japan and opened the mind of many upcom-

ing Japanese architects. He built extremely important buildings such as Ueno Imperial Museum (1881), 

the Rokumeikan (1883), the University of Tokyo Faculty of Law and Literature building (1884), and the 

Nikoraido or Holy Resurrection Cathedral (1891) some of these resisted to the big Kanto earthquake.11 

He also designed in 1894 the first office building for the Mitsubishi Ichigokan Company in Tokyo. 

As for Conder’s early life he followed lectures at the South Kensington School of Art before his depar-

ture to Japan. This school was recognized for its well-structured courses about Asian arts. In 1851, an 

exhibition of Japanese objects and drawings was highly spotlighted and provoked a growing interest 

also in the following year.12 After Conder’s apprenticeship he worked with two architects interested 

10 Idem.

11 “The Great Kanto earthquake struck the Kanto Plain on the Japanese main island of Honshu on Saturday, 

September 1, 1923. Varied accounts indicate the duration of the earthquake was between four and ten minutes. The 

earthquake had a magnitude of 7.9 on the moment magnitude scale with its focus deep beneath Izu Oshima Island 

in Sagami Bay. The cause was a rupture of part of the convergent boundary where the Philippine Sea Plate is sub-

ducting beneath the Okhotsk Plate along the line of the Sagami Trough.” in Wikipedia, 1923 Great Kanto earthquake, 

viewed 10 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meiji_period>.

12 Cf. Watanabe, T 1991, High Victorian Japonisme, Bern.
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in Japan. The first one was his employer William Burges (1827-1881) where he started working in 

1874. The second one, being his colleage Edward William Godwin (1833-1886), became famous for 

his designs of Anglo-Japanese interiors. Thanks to the Soane Medallion Conder won in 1876 at the 

Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), he received a scholarship for a field trip study to Italy which 

he was supposed to return with a set of studies. Given the opportunity by the Japanese government 

to teach in Japan, Conder was able to persuade RIBA to let him study Japan instead. The first result 

of these studies was an essay called Notes on Japanese Architecture that were read at the RIBA on 

March 1878.13 Josiah Conder described how important the climatic and cultural conditions were to the 

architectural design and later, he presented a number of principles guiding the design of houses from 

the simplest to the richest such as tea houses, hotels, imperial palaces, military architecture and tombs. 

The critics diverged. Some appreciated the quality of the construction but others criticized the fragility of 

this wooden architecture. It is important also to remember that Europe was in the peak of the industrial 

revolution, using modern materials such as glass, ferrocement and steel in large scale projects. This 

fact had an impact in these critics who were not open to “old fashion” materials, and were only interest-

ed in innovative solutions. To complement the latter statement, a comment selected from the discussion 

following the Notes is presented: 

“The evidence that the main portions of the buildings are of wood has probably conduced to the 

fact that they have no lasting architecture – no lasting style; have never been able to realize any 

grand conception which would last for all ages.” 

Godwin accepted the comment, however he answered it, alerting to the truthfully relevance of the Jap-

anese architecture:

“We know better now and therefore we were not quite prepared for the attack that our artist 

friends launched against Japanese architecture. A flimsy wood and paper construction said 

one; A congregation of pagodas said another. […] But even assuming that Japan possesses 

only timber constructed buildings, is there, think you, no style − no architectural art − in that 

wood construction worthy of our admiration or even our emulation? We are bold to say that there 

13 Conder, J 1886, «Notes on Japanese Architecture» in: London Transactions of the Royal Institute of British 

Architects, Series 1, 28, London 1877–1878, pp. 179–192.

22 Ueno Imperial Museum (left).

23 Rokumeikan (right).
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is: that in their wood building there is an art full of refinement capable of wide adaptation: that we 

may learn much from their arrangement of masses, their shaping of outlines, the combination 

and the opposition of delicacy and strength, that they exhibit in all their detail: and that nowhere 

shall we see a simple building purpose fulfilled with greater propriety, more modesty, or a keener 

sense of beauty.”14 

This quote is extremely important to understand why Japanese architecture is worth studying even giv-

en its weak construction. In a few words, Godwin was able to perfectly describe Japanese architecture 

which had so much to teach to the West “(…) their arrangement of masses, their shaping of outlines.” 

He later used robust concepts such as “delicacy”, “strength”, “modesty” and “keener sense of beauty.” 

As written above, Conder returned to England in 1884, after his oyatoi mission. He brought a detailed 

analysis of religious and domestic architecture showed in two conferences held by the RIBA, once 

again. The first one Further Notes on Japanese Architecture in Japan given by Roger Conder, his broth-

er and also an architect, in 1886; and the second one Domestic Architecture in Japan, given himself in 

1887.15 The audience once again was quite hesitant asking him many questions about the efficiency of 

the Japanese house in extreme climatic conditions such as heavy storms, heavy snowfall, earthquake 

and fire. Conder was quite aware of the low durability of the Japanese houses. He did not kept from 

saying that the Japanese architecture needed a big modernization. Despite being easy to build, cheap 

and extremely delicate, the Japanese houses failed at deliver privacy and comfortable conditions suit-

able for a family living in the end of the 19th century. Even so, two architectural solutions in traditional 

Japanese architecture reduced the violent climacteric conditions being the open spaces in the summer, 

for ventilation, and the daily hot bath for the cold winter.

Lastly, Conder specified that the interior architecture of the Japanese house was superior to the West-

ern one due to the reduced number of idle furniture, the comfortability of tatami mats and the numerous 

openings to the outside. The veranda, or engawa, along the entire building also provided shade in the 

hot summer days and an interval, in Japanese: “ma”, suitable to separate inside from outside but also 

a superior place to enjoy the garden. The interior architecture is an extraordinary asset of Japanese 

architecture making it extremely relevant as we have just seen. The life in these buildings was, in the 

Japanese way, exceptionally enjoyable. We will later study the, so relevant, interiors of Japanese archi-

tecture which are vastly different from those seen in the West.

To sum up, Conder lived in Japan during a very important period in Japanese architecture history. From 

the end of the isolation period until the 1930’s Japan’s culture experienced a highly hectic period where 

they tried to establish their national character. In order to achieve that, it was needed to study the na-

tional roots and adapt them to the current times. This was the period when the first Japanese architects 

14 Godwin, E 1878, «Japanese Building» in: The British Architect and Northern Engineer, p. 85.

15 Conder J 1886, «Domestic Architecture in Japan» in: London Transactions RIBA, vol. 3, 3 March 1886–7 (New 

Series), pp. 103–127, and id., «Further Notes on Japanese Architecture» in: London Transactions RIBA, 2, (pp. 

185–214).



39

were educated, many of those by Conder himself, having deeply studied their origins and creating, 

therefore, their own style. Conder had a deep influence in the Japanese quest for ancient roots in order 

to develop their architecture while, at the same time, showed Western architecture to his students so 

that they could understand other styles during their search. Consequently we are comfortable to say 

that the Japanese architecture from the 20th century is a merging between the Japanese traditional 

architecture, with the Western technology and innovations. This is one of the reasons that makes Jap-

anese architecture so relevant, and what makes other architects want to study this country deeper.

As the late Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer says “the culture is heritage and transformation.”16 This 

quote curiously describes the development of Japanese architecture in the 20th century.

16 “Cultura é herança e transformação.” in Niemeyer O, A vida é um sopro, Depoimentos – personalidades, viewed 

19 August 2015, <http://www.avidaeumsopro.com.br/pt/personalidades_depoimentos.php>.
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01.5 Fundamentals in Japanese architecture through the eyes of Bruno Taut

This sub-chapter borrows its name from Bruno Taut’s (1880) book from 1936.1 His book results from a 

“Lecture Series on Japanese Culture”, delivered on October 30th in Tokyo, conducted by the Kokusai 

Bunka Shinkokai (International Cultural Relations Society) with the support of some prominent Japa-

nese Scholars. This Society has been established in the first half of the 20th century, with the objective 

of assisting people interested in learning something about Japan. In a time where the intercontinental 

trips were getting easier and more frequent, there was a need of such organizations that, despite the 

growing hospitality showed to foreigners, would foster a mutual respect among nations that stand on a 

methodical understanding of the past and present. After the isolation period Japan spent several years 

focused on studying and learning with the West, adopting aspects of its culture, giving some thought to 

make their own civilization and culture known abroad. With the increasing number of foreign scholars 

arriving to Japan interested in their art, history and culture of its people, this organization was estab-

lished with the purpose of helping these travellers to overcome the language barrier and to find the 

needed materials for their researches. 

We have studied Josiah Conder previously, who lived most of his life teaching in Japan contributing 

to the development of the Japanese new generation of architects. Beyond having an impact on the 

local architects, Taut’s work was even more crucial for the exposure of Japanese culture and traditional 

architectural design in the West. As we have seen before, Conder also gave two important lectures in 

England, after finishing his oyatoi mission in 1884,2 showing his fellow architects that there was much to 

learn from Japan. However, it was upon the local architecture scene that he played a bigger role. As we 

will see in this sub-chapter, Bruno Taut’s experience in Japan was quite different, probably because it 

was rather short, compared to Conder’s, and because commissions were rare for modernist architects. 

Taut was interested in the Japanese architectural heritage, in which he recognised extremely relevant 

modern values. We will address Taut’s experience and his theories related to Japanese culture and ar-

chitecture, going through the buildings which he considers the “fundamentals” in Japanese architecture.

 “I can truly claim to be the discoverer of Katsura.” This affirmation was written by Bruno Taut on No-

vember 4th, 1935 in one of his journals. It concerns the 17th century imperial residence, known as 

Katsura Imperial Villa, located near Kyoto. Taut’s attention to Katsura was significant for the evolution 

of contemporary Japanese architecture. While the Japanese had been extremely influenced by the 

Western culture to which they were subjected after Perry’s Expedition, they ended up by disregarding 

many aspects of their own culture and tradition. Therefore the rise of Fascism in Japan, coinciding with 

the Showa period from 1926 to 1989, saw a certain rejection of the Western modernity in favour of an 

architecture called teikan yoshiki or the “Imperial roof style”, which consisted in heavy cubic structures 

1 Taut, B 1936, Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai, Tokyo.

2 Cf. Conder J 1886, «Domestic Architecture in Japan» in: London Transactions RIBA, vol. 3, 3 March 1886–7 

(New Series), (pp. 103–127), and id., «Further Notes on Japanese Architecture» in: London Transactions RIBA, 2, 

pp. 185–214.
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topped by an equally bulky “Japanese” roof. 

01.5.1 Bruno Taut (1880-1938)

Taut’s first relatively large projects came in 1913, four years after establishing his firm. At the same 

time, he became a dedicated follower of the Garden City movement,3 as proven by his design for the 

Falkenberg Estate. The movement was showed to him by the experienced architect Hermann Muthe-

sius (1861-1927)4, advising Taut to visit England to get acquainted with this philosophy. Muthesius also 

introduced him to some architects of the Deutscher Werkbund,5 including Walter Gropius (1883-1969). 

Taut was a visionary who adopted futuristic ideals and avant-garde techniques as seen in his prismatic 

dome of the Glass Pavilion, commissioned by the association of the German glass industry for the 

1914 Werkbund Exhibition in Cologne. Taut lived in Germany until 1932, completing several successful 

projects.

As Hitler became more powerful Taut, along with several other personalities across Europe and Euroa-

sia, experienced a life-changing situation when the Nazi regime declared him a cultural bolshevist in 

1933 mostly due to his interest and involvement in the Soviet Union between 1931 and 1933.6 Following 

his successful career in Berlin, Taut had to flee Germany in order to avoid imprisonment and possible 

execution.7 In 1933 Taut arrived in Switzerland and short after, he received an invitation from Japanese 

Federation of Architects to move to Japan. Taut left for the most long and arduous journey of his life 

3 “The garden city movement is a method of urban planning that was initiated in 1898 by Sir Ebenezer Howard in 

the United Kingdom. Garden cities were intended to be planned, self-contained communities surrounded by “green-

belts”, containing proportionate areas, of residences, industry, and agriculture.” in Wikipedia, Garden city movement, 

viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garden_city_movement>.

4 “Adam Gottlieb Hermann Muthesius (20 April 1861 – 29 October 1927), known as Hermann Muthesius, was 

a German architect, author and diplomat, perhaps best known for promoting many of the ideas of the English Arts 

and Crafts movement within Germany and for his subsequent influence on early pioneers of German architectural 

modernism such as the Bauhaus.” in Wikipedia, Hermann Muthesius, viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.

org/wiki/Hermann_Muthesius>.

5 “The Deutscher Werkbund (German Association of Craftsmen) was a German association of artists, architects, 

designers, and industrialists. The Werkbund was to become an important event in the development of modern ar-

chitecture and industrial design, particularly in the later creation of the Bauhaus school of design. Its initial purpose 

was to establish a partnership of product manufacturers with design professionals to improve the competitiveness of 

German companies in global markets. The Werkbund was less an artistic movement than a state-sponsored effort 

to integrate traditional crafts and industrial mass-production techniques, to put Germany on a competitive footing 

with England and the United States. Its motto - Vom Sofakissen zum Städtebau (from sofa cushions to city-building) 

- indicates its range of interest.” in Wikipedia, Deutscher Werkbund, viewed 25 August 2015, < https://en.wikipedia.

org/wiki/Deutscher_Werkbund>.

6 Cf. Junghanns, K 1975, Bruno Taut, Lotus 9, p. 221.

7 Cf. Erdim, B 2007, From Germany to Japan and Turkey Modernity, Locality, and Bruno Taut’s trans-national 

details from 1933 to 1938.

24 Glass Pavilion by Bruno Taut.
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at the age of 53. He travelled over land and sea routes through Marseilles, Naples, Athens, Istanbul, 

Odessa, Moscow, and Vladivostok in order to arrive in Japan.8 Taut was in the same situation as some 

other renowned architects such as Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. However, in spite 

of going to the United States, he felt attracted to Japan as its architectural tradition responded to the 

tectonic and the spiritual principles of the new architecture.9 What were these principles and in what way 

were these principles to dare the limits of European Modernism?

In his lectures, essays and books Taut provided answers to these questions. He began to develop his 

theories during his exile in Japan where he was not given many architectural commissions, because he 

was not known, giving him time to write. Instead of practical work, much of Taut’s experience in Japan, 

motivated by the Japanese Federation of Architects, was spent formulating a theoretical foundation for 

the development of a modern Japanese architecture based on a deep study of historical and regional 

precedents.10 Having this task in mind, on October 1935, only two years after starting studying Japa-

nese culture and history, Taut condensed his thoughts in a lecture called “Fundamentals of Japanese 

Architecture” to the Japanese Society for International Cultural Relations or Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai 

as previously explained. In his lecture Taut declared that,

“As an architect, my attitude toward the historic is necessarily conditioned by the artistic con-

ception which I myself endeavour to realize. From this it follows that artists must speak and write 

subjectively about art. But is there any science of art which would be objective in the sense that 

it would present authentically not only historical data, but also stylistic questions and qualities of 

old works - thus giving a truly just criticism, independent of time and space?”11

From this empirical perspective, Taut was drawing attention to his own work and experience in Japan 

in order to suggest that a possible new Japanese architecture would eventually emerge not only be-

cause of his careful analysis, but also from Japan’s former and current interactions with other regions 

and cultures. He went on and showed how exchanges and interactions between regions have always 

been central in the development of regional qualities. In order to better illustrate his point of view he 

showed a diagram which explained the different influences and how they have always had quite a big 

importance in the development of Japanese architecture. Taut evidenced the Katsura Imperial Villa and 

the Nikko temple which at that time were considered the biggest architectural heritage of Japanese tra-

ditional architecture having strong Chinese and Buddhist influences respectively. He affirmed that these 

two buildings were drastically different in the way they integrate within their sites considering natural 

8 Cf. Idem.

9 Cf. Junghanns, K 1975, op. cit. P. 164.

10 Aside from his remaining manuscripts and letters, most of which can be found in the Akademie der Künste in 

Berlin, most of Taut’s writings from this period can be found in the following publications: Taut, B 1937, Fundamentals 

of Japanese Architecture, Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai, Tokyo; Taut, B 1937, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, 

Tokyo; and, Taut, B 1938, Mimari Bilgisi [Lectures on Architecture], Trans. Adnan Kolatan, Güzel Sanatlar Akademisi, 

Istanbul.

11 Taut, B 1936, Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai, Tokyo, pp. 5-6.
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conditions. Taut evaluated this difference based in the genealogy of Japanese architecture identifying 

a positive and negative line along its development. On the negative side the Buddhist Temple which, 

even though it had an important role in the tea culture that had produced Katsura, did not matched the 

qualities of its site and climate. He proved, for instance, the structure required to support the heavy roof 

of the Nikko Temple did not make sense in an earthquake region. In an English language tourist guide 

published in 1936 by the Japan Travel Bureau, the author, Professor Hideto Kishida describes Nikko as 

an extremely interesting point, yet explains,

“It is indeed a magnificent and wonderful thing to see. Only it must be noted that from the point 

of architectural aesthetics, the buildings at Nikko do not represent the pure ‘spirit of Japan,’ as 

their decoration is exaggerated in its detail, and their architecture is marked by certain defects 

when judged in the light of ‘shibumi,’ the sole canon by which true Japanese architecture may 

be appraised.”12

On the other hand, Taut considered the Ise and the Katsura two positive buildings, explaining that they 

had foreign origins and even so they had synthesized various social rituals, craft traditions, available 

materials, and the climatic conditions in order to match their culture’s and site’s particular needs. Taut 

underlined that this awareness to the site, culture and climate was a value that was shared by the 

positive examples of both Eastern and Western cultures. Moreover he evidenced the Katsura Imperial 

Villa as the finest example that had achieved an outstanding unity in both interior and exterior despite 

12 Kishida, H 1936, Japanese Architecture, Japan Travel Bureau, p. 50.
25 Taut’s diagram of Fundamentals of 
Japanese Architecture (right). 
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its multiple origins. He wrote: 

“In world architecture this Palace is one of the soundest examples of complete and perfect real-

ization of function; indeed, in the functions of beauty and spirituality as well as that of utility. The 

extent to which every detail has been brought into perfect proportion with every other is worthy 

of great admiration. This has been so well done that although even the smallest details have 

their own individuality, one of them predominates to the detriment of their unity as a whole.”13

Kishida also writes about Katsura saying,

“One can certainly recognize in the buildings of the Kyoto Palace the so-called ‘Japanese taste,’ 

and I wish to emphasize here that this Japanese taste which is expressed in this palace building 

is not to be seen either in the buildings of Buddhist temples or in the Nikko-Byo.”14

Taut later compiled a book, while still in Japan, called Lectures on Architecture where he explained that 

the perfect link between proportion, site and the trans-national logic of construction was crucial in a 

good architecture. As he explains in the second sub-chapter, the beauty and the specific proportioning 

system of the Ise Shrine is related to the humidity of the summers and the coldness of the winters in 

Japan. Therefore the proportion became the major factor through which the trans-national tectonic 

conception of a building could be embedded in its cultural and physical setting.15 Climate is, in fact, a 

very important factor in Japanese architectural design. According to Dr. Koji Fuji, an architect’s attention 

when designing a dwelling house must be firstly applied to the effects of the climate and natural features 

on architecture:

“The features of dwelling-houses can be known by the difference existing in regard to the senti-

ments, customs, habits and tastes of their occupants, but my first attention must be given to the 

effects of the climate and natural features on architecture. (…) Dwelling-houses are particularly 

susceptible to the influences of climate and natural features. It is, therefore, of supreme impor-

tance that in erecting dwelling-houses the requirements of clime and natural features should be 

carefully studied.”16

Taut adopted the same perspective towards climate but added the cultural environment as another pri-

ority to consider. The German architect resumed that a dynamic and responsive relationship between 

13 Taut, B 1936, op. cit., p. 34.

14 Kishida, H 1936, op. cit., p. 104.

15 “By fundamentally opposing arbitrary use of proportion and by linking the organization of the elements of the 

building to site and culture specific qualities, Taut was continuing a mode of criticism that was begun by the pioneers 

of the modern movement such as Horatio Greenough or John Ruskin during the first half of the 19th Century. What 

is different about Taut however is that while Greenough and Ruskin developed their ideas essentially in favour of 

a national architecture, Taut began to modify their ideas towards the development of a trans-national program.” in 

Erdim, B 2007, From Germany to Japan and Turkey Modernity, Locality, and Bruno Taut’s trans-national details from 

1933 to 1938.

16 Fujii, K 1930, The Japanese Dwelling-house, Meiji Shobo, Tokyo, pp. 1-2.
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architecture and cultural and physical environment would have to deny the International Style ideals 

that defended the universal or autonomous formal and proportional systems as well as the classical 

traditions in architecture. Instead of arbitrary geometrical relationships suggested by the ideal propor-

tions of Leonardo da Vinci’s interpretation of the Vitruvian man, Taut went much further proposing a 

responsive humanism by recognizing that, for example, Western and Eastern people have significant 

physical differences.17

Taut had shown how trans-national crossings between China and Japan were synthetized in the con-

struction and proportional system of the Katsura Imperial Villa. Likewise during his last two years, from 

1936 to 1938, while he lived in Turkey, he tried to synthesize trans-national sources by the use of a pro-

portional system that was in line with the Turkish culture and climate. Consequently, in Taut’s architec-

tural program, the proportion, which is an autonomous system, was designed to be site-specific while 

the basic tectonic system of a building was seen as the trans-regional element, providing a continuity 

between cultures and regions as it reflected the trans-national logic of construction.18

So according to Taut the aim for a modem Japanese architecture was found in Katsura but could only 

be accomplished where,

“(…) the materials remain architectural; where the architect has freedom to grapple with new 

problems and is allowed to develop and to gain recognition; and where the prospect still exists of 

becoming a modern daimyo19 in intellectual pursuits and in decisive influence on the problems 

facing the country.”20

Consistent with his earlier disinterest in concepts of historic authenticity, Katsura is admired for its “eter-

nal beauty, forever inexplicable.”21 Taut stated that the beauty of the palace was achieved because its 

architect combined common utility with dignified representation and philosophical spirituality. In Katsura 

he found “the absolute proof of (his) my theory, which (he) I regarded as a valid base for modern archi-

tecture.”22 He concluded that the personality of Kobori Enshu, a polymath who was equally a philoso-

pher, an official and a master of garden art, flower-arrangment and tea culture, was “an entirely modern 

17 Based on the Reading of Japanese scientist Dr. Tadasu Misawa, Taut proposed, “…the small size of the Japa-

nese is no peculiarity of race but a consequence of their style of living, their food and customs.” Similarly Taut felt that 

building proportions should be culturally defined as well. Cf. Taut, B 1937, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, 

Tokyo, p. 41.

18 Cf. Erdim, B 2007, From Germany to Japan and Turkey Modernity, Locality, and Bruno Taut’s trans-national 

details from 1933 to 1938, p. 113.

19 “The daimyo were the powerful feudal lords in pre-modern Japan who ruled most of the country from their vast, 

hereditary land holdings. In the term, “dai” literally means “large”, and “myo” stands for myoden, meaning private 

land.” in Wikipedia, Daimyo, viewed 27 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daimyo>.

20 Taut, B 1936, op. cit., p. 21.

21 Taut, B 1937, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, Tokyo, p. 127.

22 Idem, p. 293.
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one.”23

As a conclusion, Bruno Taut’s perception of Japanese architecture was extremely relevant, even given 

the fact that he only lived in Japan for a couple of years. The exposure he gave to Japanese architecture, 

mostly through the “discovery”24 of Katsura, was one of his most valuable feats. His love and enthusiasm 

for Japanese architecture reverberates in every page of his books. He concludes his thoughts saying 

that the modernist architects were interested in Japan for different reasons than the common visitors. 

The latter would visit Japan to see historic monuments, they were not interested in the exotic, nor the 

violent asymmetry, nor the minute dwarfishness and overloaded “bizarrie” of Nikko. What made mod-

ernist architects visit Japan was “an idealized conception of cleanliness, clarity, simplicity, cheerfulness 

and faithfulness to the materials of nature, and for the greater part they still retain that conception.”25 This 

way he perfectly describes how he sees Japanese architecture.  

23 Ibidem, p. 303.

24 The word discovery is in between quotes because as Arata Isozaki points out, other Western architects, such 

as the German Gustav Prattz, had visited Katsura even before Taut, and had integrated its lessons into “the renewal 

of world architecture”. The rediscovery of the fundamental links between Japanese tradition and modernism itself 

occurred only after the trauma of World War II, partly because the very idea of calling on tradition had been misap-

propriated by a largely discredited political ideology. Cf. Jodidio, P 2015, The Japanese House Reinvented, Thames 

and Hudson, London, p. 13.

25 Taut, B 1936, Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, p. 9.

26 Diagram showing the proportional 
variations in Japanese and Western 
men by Bruno Taut (1937).
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01.6 The 20th Century

The 20th century was one of the periods in Japanese history that most influenced the future of the coun-

try. The cities and demographics drastically changed due to several catastrophes. It is then extremely 

important to understand the whats, whos, wheres and whens of this century because they had a strong 

impact in the Japan we know today. In this final sub-chapter of the Context of Japanese architecture we 

will learn some facts about Japan’s 20th century’s successive disasters and how were they reflected in 

the society. We will later comprehend why did the Modern movement evolved in Japan somehow very 

differently from the rest of the world, and also some trends of the 20th century such as the Metabolism. 

In the end we analyse the impact of Japanese architectural design in the Western world through the life 

and work of Frank Lloyd Wright. 

During this century Japan experienced consecutive tragedies, some natural and some man-made, 

which certainly shaped the contemporary appearance of Japanese cities. In 1923 the great Kanto 

earthquake, measuring 7.9 on the Richter scale, and its subsequent fires and tsunami killed around 

200,000 people mainly in Tokyo and Yokohama, and destroyed the homes of 64% of the survivors. 

Twenty-two years later in 1945, two atomic bombs devastated the cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, 

furthermore the firebombing of Tokyo was even more violent in its destruction killing millions during 

March and May of the same year. After the bombings in Tokyo the city’s population was only 2.77 million 

against the 6.9 million in 1942. Most of them died and some emigrated. At that time the city of Tokyo 

was mostly composed of wooden structures which made the incendiary devices, dropped by hundreds 

of U.S B-29, tremendously destructive. Because of these disasters, one can say that the most popu-

lous city in our planet has been rebuilt almost entirely since 1945. In order to fulfil the housing needs 

the Tokyo reconstruction went onward with limited resources. As well as in Europe, cheap and fast 

construction was a priority. These reasons had broken the tradition and aesthetic values. As Phillip Jo-

didio affirms, “(…) an explosion of bad architecture is the second man-made disaster that has marked 

Tokyo’s recent history. It has swept before it much of the beauty of centuries old tradition.”1 In fact, after 

the trip to Japan, we conclude that Japan has indeed very good architecture, yet one must invest some 

time in order to find these well-built buildings because most of them are lost in concrete jungles.  

In what residential construction concerns, Japan has long preferred houses instead of apartments. As 

recent studies confirm, about 60% of dwellings in Japan are single-family homes.2 The tragic events of 

the 20th century caused an increase in housing demands in Japan which required a fast reconstruction 

thus worsening the quality of the buildings. We observed, during the trip, the high amount of single fami-

ly homes spread in the outskirts of big cities. In the Shinkansen route from Tokyo to Osaka, for instance, 

one may identify the large quantity of these structures, frequently featuring “Oriental” characteristics, 

such as tiled roof. Most of these houses have very poor architecture value, because there was a rush 

to give people a roof after the disasters. However, there are also a high number of fine architectural 

1 Cf Jodidio, P, 2015, The Japanese House Reinvented, Thames and Hudson, London, pp. 7-8.

2 Cf. Idem, p. 7.
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examples of the 20th century in the country, which is documented by DOCOMOMO Japan. 

The most recent generations of Japanese architects had to face extremely highly dense urban areas, 

resulting in a tight lifestyle, even so, they have surprised in their ability to innovate in order to overcome 

these exigent conditions because their clients allow a bigger freedom. The dwellings in Japan were 

generally single-storeyed until mid-19th century.3 Then, some aspects of the western culture started 

to be replicated in Japan, one of those being taller houses with two-storeys or more. This fact invited 

Japanese architects to be more creative when designing the facades. When the modern movement 

started to become recognised in the beginning of the 20th century in Europe, Japanese horizontal 

focus earned attention.4 Traditionally, European architecture stressed concepts such as symmetry and 

verticality however, modernism brought a new kind of design based in the identical vertical/horizontal 

development. 

01.6.1 Modern movement

The rise of modern Japanese architecture can be interpreted as a process of liberation from Western 

influences. “Extensive plain with a magnificent background of mountains and wooded country,”5 this 

was how Commodore Perry described the city of Edo during his expedition in 1853-1854. Between the 

extensive consequences of the Perry Expedition we must recall the decision of the Meiji government, 

in 1872, to hire several foreign advisors for their specialized knowledge to assist in the modernization 

of Japan. The term used for these professionals is oyatoi gaikokujin. Approximately 3000 oyatoi moved 

to Japan in the mid-19th century, some stayed, some moved on. In 1899, more than 800 hired foreign 

experts were still employed by the government, and many others were employed privately.6 Several for-

eign engineers and architects, who designed Western style buildings, were hired to modernize Japan. 

Between these experts there was the British architect and planer Thomas Waters (1842-1898)7 who 

was commissioned to design the area southeast of the Imperial Palace, which had been destroyed by 

a fire. The Irish architect placed neoclassical buildings along a broad avenue, known today as Chuo 

Dori, located in the neighbourhood that came to be known as Ginza. Josiah Conder (1852-1920), was 

also crucial in Japan’s modernization, as we have already seen, not only because of his academic 

contribution but also because he built numerous “Second Empire style masonry buildings, such as the 

3 Cf. Creative Japan, Architecture, viewed 28 August 2015, <http://www.uk.emb-japan.go.jp/en/creativejapan/ar-

chitecture>.

4 Cf. Idem.

5 Jodidio, P 2015, op. cit., p. 11.

6 Wikipedia, Foreign government advisors in Meiji Japan, viewed 12 October 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Foreign_government_advisors_in_Meiji_Japan>.

7 “Thomas James Waters (July 17, 1842-February 5, 1898) was an Irish civil engineer and architect. He was 

active in Bakumatsu and early Meiji period Japan.” in Wikipedia, Thomas Waters, viewed 29 August 2015, <https://

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Waters>.
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National Museum in Ueno Park (1882),”8 that was considered a symbol of Japanese establishment 

until the Ministry of the Cabinet decided to call on the Germans Hermann Ende (1829-1907) and Wil-

helm Bockmann (1832-1902).9 The Germans’ plan for the Japanese Diet consisted in a Prussian-style 

building, capped with a pagoda-like form, resulting in a solution that merged indigenous and Western 

architectural styles.10 

It was not until the 1950’s that Western architects started to find some interest in Japanese contempo-

rary architecture. Buildings designed by Conder, Ende and Bockmann were far from being celebrated 

outside of Japan. Up until this point, Western architects were not interested in the architecture built by 

their Japanese contemporaries, who were trying to find their own architectural beliefs but still influenced 

by the West. On the contrary, the Westerns were deeply interested in the traditional architecture as we 

have seen before. According to Reyner Banham the Katsura Imperial Villa and the Junzo Sakakura’s 

pavilion at the Paris Expo of 1936 were the only two Japanese buildings that deserved Western atten-

tion in around 1950.11 Some “(…) might also recall a house by Antonin Raymond (but only because Le 

Corbusier had accused him of plagiarism) and some of them had discovered Bruno Taut’s book, Hous-

es and People of Japan (…),”12 which provided some knowledge about vernacular tradition of domestic 

building. They also knew that Frank Lloyd Wright, that we will further develop, had been influenced by 

8 Jodidio, P 2015, op. cit., loc.cit.

9 Cf. Idem.

10 Cf. Ibidem.

11 Cf. Banham, R 1985, The Japanization of World Architecture in contemporary architecture of Japan, ed. Suzuki, 

H, London, p. 16.

12 Idem.

27 Sakakura’s Pavillon for the World 
Expo in Paris (1937).
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the architecture practised in Japan, nevertheless the spotlight would eventually turn in the direction of 

Katsura and the Japanese pavilion. Their admiration was fundamentally based on the, 

 “(…) lightness, openness, and elegance of their construction, the relationship between indoor 

and outdoor spaces, the limpid simplicity of form and the unaffected use of materials.”13 

One might assume that these concepts consisted in what Banham believed to be the real qualities of 

Japanese architecture. Suddenly we become aware that some of these ideas were already addressed 

earlier in this dissertation namely, 

“(…) an idealized conception of cleanliness, clarity, simplicity, cheerfulness and faithfulness to 

the materials of nature, (…)”14

by Bruno Taut and,

“(…) we may learn much from their arrangement of masses, their shaping of outlines, the com-

bination and the opposition of delicacy and strength, that they exhibit in all their detail: and that 

nowhere shall we see a simple building purpose fulfilled with greater propriety, more modesty, 

or a keener sense of beauty.”15

by Josiah Conder. 

As the fifties started to become the sixties speculations about futuristic architecture in Japan started to 

turn into a daily issue within the field. Japanese engineers, scientists and innovators become interna-

tionally recognized due to some of their big achievements in certain kinds of high-technology products, 

and the command of precision and miniaturization evidenced by transistor radios, cameras and others 

looked as if the integration of technology in architecture was practically inevitable which, according to 

Banham, would mean something like the work of Mies van der Rohe to the Western eyes.16 

It is therefore relevant to affirm that Japanese modern has a particular tradition with high-tech, culminat-

ing in the Arata Isozaki’s Entertainment Robots at Osaka Expo’70 or even Kurokawa’s Nagakin capsule 

tower built two years later, but this tradition is not that significant. In fact Banham even describes the 

Japanese modern further in his essay, 

“(…) far from being light, open, and metallic, Japanese modern has overwhelmingly tended to 

be as heavy and solid as the modern architecture of the rest of the world throughout the sixties 

and seventies.”17

13 Ibidem.

14 Taut, B 1936, Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, p. 9.

15 Godwin E 1878, «Japanese Building» in: The British Architect and Northern Engineer, 30 August, p. 85. “God-

win knew Le Japon illustré. Prof. Suzuki explained us at Tokyo University 14 August 2007 that in this quote, Godwin 

probably referred to a carpenter manual brought back by Dresser.” In Chevroulet, I, The Architecture of Japan, Dis-

covery, Assimilation and Creation: Josiah Conder Opens the Way, p. 12.

16 Cf. Banham, R 1985, op. cit., p. 17.

17 Idem.
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Truthfully, as we have learned before in this dissertation, what a certain, and important, number of West-

erners saw in Japan was an escape to punish their own deviants.18 And this creativity quest happens 

ever since the Renaissance, when European architecture had, 

“(…) deliberately broken the flow of its own development by doubling back to ancient Rome, 

has needed external points of reference by which to stabilize its own uncertain vision; when the 

example of ancient Rome could no longer do that, it tried Greece; it revived Gothic; it turned 

to the arts, to science, to psychology, to the architecture of alien peoples – including Japan.”19

The Katsura Imperial Villa, near Kyoto is an excellent entrance to the understanding of Japanese design 

just like we have seen in the Bruno Taut’s section. The appreciation of traditional Japanese residential 

design started to be highly praised around the 1930’s by both Japanese and foreign architects who 

adopted modernist design principles. Several publications and lectures, most of them by Taut himself, 

promoted it as the archetype of traditional Japanese residential architectural design. These architects 

admired the flexibility and compactness of its spaces, the craftsmanship’s high quality details, the mod-

ular design of building parts and finally the integral relationship between buildings’ forms and their 

structures and between the buildings and the surrounding gardens.

It was not until the post-war period, however, that appreciation for Katsura really boomed, largely owing 

its fame to a jointly authored book, of black and white photographs taken by Ishimoto Yasushiro (1921-

2012), by the architects Walter Gropius’ (1883-1969) and Kenzo Tange (1913-2005). In introduction 

to the large photographic album on Katsura Imperial Villa, Gropius questions himself about his own 

architecture.20 In this work, published by Yale University Press in 1960, Tange writes an introduction with 

a straight forward historical essay, in contrast, Gropius defends the idea of a Katsura/Miesian version of 

the upcoming of Japanese architecture praising the Zen tradition of “noble poverty.”21 He believes that 

his theory will help people to focus on neglected values and open their eyes to experiences that are 

missing from their lives. In addition, Gropius admits that he is “deeply moved” to find his modular ideas 

about prefabricated architecture approached by the Japanese architecture long ago, through the tatami 

mat for instance, proving that module planning and movable wall panels can work well demonstrating 

a “unity in diversity.”

The Katsura Imperial Villa continued to fascinate younger generations ever since and one of the leading 

architects of the post-war period Arata Isosaki (1931), a disciple of Tange, has written two books on the 

subject.22 He noted that Katsura:

“does not have a dominant form or style that can be clearly defined in both its architecture and 

18 Cf. Ibidem.

19 Ibidem.

20 Cf. Ibidem.

21 Ibidem.

22 Isozaki, A, Yasuhiro, I 1987, Katsura Villa: Space and Form, Rizzoli, New York and Isozaki, A, Ponciroli, V 2004, 

Katsura Imperial Villa, Electa: Architectire, Milan.
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garden, a number of methods are intermingled. Therefore, any discourse on Katsura finally 

confronts the task of expounding on significance of the ambiguity created by the mix.”23

Gropius later seems to be a little concerned with the route of future modern architecture in Japan ad-

mitting that:

“Nowadays the young Japanese architect is often ready to sacrifice all these advantages… his 

new love is the impenetrable, immovable concrete wall, which seems to embody for him the 

strength and sturdiness he wants to give his modern dwellings.”24

Later he adds that Katsura must be appreciated:

Not as a transparently and systematically organized space in the sense of the modernists, but 

as a contingent, confuse, ambiguous, over-layered, and opaque composition [that] induces a 

gorgeous pleasure in the space. The pleasure goes beyond or perhaps swallows all kinds of 

discourses. The secret of Katsura’s myth-provoking function exists there.”25

Katsura had an extremely important role in the history of Japanese modern architecture but throughout 

the 20th century things started to move, even though very few Western architects had acknowledged 

that the direction of modern architecture in Japan had actually changed. Only some cosmopolitan 

members of Western groupings, such as the Team-X,26 were against the pseudo-functionalism and dia-

grammatic alternatives for city planning that were still being defended by CIAM’s old guard of survivors 

from the thirties. However, this old guard was useful to the new generation, in some extent, given their 

international connections that provided the young radicals to make contact with Kunio Maekawa (1905-

1986) 27, Kenzo Tange (1913-2005) and Kiyonori Kikutake (1928- 2011)28 and, on the other hand, it was 

also through Team-X that the young Japanese architects first showed their ideas in Europe such as 

Kikutake’s Sea City which was presented by Tange at the famous Otterloo Congress of 1959. This was 

23 Banham, R 1985, op. cit., pp. 17-18.

24 Idem p. 18.

25 Ibidem, p. 30.

26 “Team 10, just as often referred to as “Team X”, was a group of architects and other invited participants who 

assembled starting in July 1953 at the 9th Congress of C.I.A.M. and created a schism within CIAM by challenging 

its doctrinaire approach to urbanism.” in Wikipedia, Team 10, viewed 31 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Team_10>.

27 “Kunio Mayekawa was born in 1905 in Niigata Prefecture in Japan. He entered First Tokyo Middle School in 

1918, and then Tokyo Imperial University in 1925. After graduation in 1928, he travelled to France to apprentice with 

Le Corbusier. In 1930 he returned to Japan and worked with Antonin Raymond (a student of Frank Lloyd Wright), 

and in 1935 established his own office Mayekawa Kunio Associates.” in Wikipedia, Kunio Mayekawa, viewed 31 

August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Kunio_Mayekawa>.

28 “Kiyonori Kikutake (…) was a prominent Japanese architect known as one of the founders of the Japanese 

Metabolist group. He was also the tutor and employer of several important Japanese architects, such as Toyo Ito, 

Shozo Uchii and Itsuko Hasegawa.” in Wikipedia, Kiyonori Kikutake, viewed 31 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.

org/wiki/ Kiyonori_Kikutake>.
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one of the very first seeds for the Metabolism. Nonetheless, it was due to Maekawa’s Harumi apartment 

block, that the East and West started finally the exchange of ideals and attitudes. According to Ban-

ham’s essay, this apartment block represented a “totally unexpected synthesis of Eastern and Western 

themes, full of profound suggestions that seemed to promise more for the West than for Japan,”29 and 

marked the beginning of the Japanization of Western modern architecture. 

This huge apartment block with a massive concrete frame of structure and services precedes the 

massive sculptural concrete-work that would come to dominate the world architecture in the next dec-

ade, curiously foretelling it even more accurately than Maekawa’s own master’s work, Le Corbusier, 

for which he had worked, approximately thirty years before. This design ended up to clarify all Gropius’ 

doubts that Japanese architects would eventually abandon the traditional construction. Instead, each 

apartment was literally a Japanese house fitted inside its appropriate space in the structure. The Ha-

rumi apartment block marks a strong shift in history of world architecture where traditional Japanese 

construction and craftsmanship play no longer a marginal influence on Western architecture. In its place 

a modern Japanese version of Western architecture will forge a central influence on the overall world 

architecture. Gropius tried hard to get Japanese architecture to get back into its own history in order to 

save Western architecture from the “ridiculous” new ideas, however Maekawa considered his attitudes 

obsolete, teaming with other radical Westerners in the fight against old scholars.

Before progressing to the Metabolism we must summarize saying that in the 20th Century several mat-

ters influenced the Western architects to learn from Japan and the other way around. Many of them 

started to write and to develop ideas, based on the Japanese culture and architecture, which ended up 

by attracting a loyal and interested audience in the West. On the other hand some Japanese architects 

travelled to Europe to learn with the leading architects of the time, while other stayed home learning 

with Conder or Taut for instance. At this point an important lesson to take from the modern movement in 

Japan is that all is connected. Japanese architects were interested in the West and Western architects 

were interested in Japan. Frank Lloyd Wright was not only influential to, but also influenced by Japan as 

we will further develop. However as we have seen he was not alone. During this century a larger number 

of Western architects felt curious for the Japanese traditional architecture and, for the development of 

modern movement in Japan. Junzo Sakakura worked with Le Corbusier being later responsible for the 

visit of Charlotte Perriand to Japan, where she lived for two years writing some important documents 

about its culture, architecture and design. Maekawa also worked and learned with the Swiss-French 

architect and brought many ideas with him to Japan. He was one of the fathers of modern movement 

in Japan, and also the master of Kenzo Tange, another important figure. So, before the vigorous last 

third of the 20th century, when the Metabolists started to get much attention, explained in the upcoming 

section, many characteristics made Japanese architecture and culture famous. To confirm that, we 

paraphrase Gian Carlo Calza in an interesting opinion:

“The reasons for the popularity of Japanese culture in the West are to be sought in this realm 

29 Banham, R 1985, op. cit., loc. cit.
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of the imperfect, the unresolved, the asymmetrical. Japan’s “Westerness”, its modernity avant 

la lettre (in addition obviously, to its staggering present-day modernity), makes it more familiar 

than other Asian societies, and allows us to absorb more easily the more alien elements of its 

culture. But beneath this familiarity it is possible to detect messages that are unfamiliar and 

beguiling, that charm and disconcert, and at the same time offer a new, refreshing model of art 

and beauty; allusive, rather than descriptive, emotional rather than rational, averse to symmetry, 

preferring shadow to broad daylight, and determined to avoid perfectionism, which is pursued 

only through a total, absolute, and minute attention to the imperfect.”30

01.6.2 Impact of Japanese architectural design in the Western world

Some of the earliest influence that Japan had in the west arrived through the Japanese art, which 

gained popularity in Europe in the latter part of the 19th century. This wave of interest increased signifi-

cantly after Commodore Perry had forced Japan to open their ports to the West in his 1953 expedition. 

On the other hand, before the 20th century, the West’s knowledge of Japanese construction was quite 

poor because it was mostly exposed through exhibitions or books. As written before, in the 19th century, 

the intercontinental trips were still very expensive and inconvenient. Also, we remind that the first rele-

vant Western architect to arrive to Japan was Josiah Conder31 who set himself in the country in 1876. 

However, in this section we will analyse the impact of Japanese architectural design in the Western 

world, therefore Conder is not a good example to explore because he remained in Japan, where he 

taught and designed buildings, until he died. After Conder, in 1905, Frank Lloyd Wright visited Japan for 

the first time. Other renowned Western architects and designers visited Japan, including Ralph Adams 

Cram (1863-1942), Antonin Raymon (1888-1976), Richard Neutra (1892-1970), or even Bruno Taut, 

Walter Gropius and Charlotte Perriand who were already studied in this dissertation. Some of these 

architects showed positive changes in their work after visiting Japan. One of them, and probably one of 

the most relevant, was Frank Lloyd Wright. In this section we will develop his experience in Japan and 

how Japanese architecture was important in his work.

0.1.6.2.1 Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959)

Wright’s interest for Japan started around the 1890’s. At the beginning, what interested Wright was the 

Japanese prints, an art form that dates back to the mid 1600’s, ukiyo-e (pictures of the floating world) 

which include images of fashionable courtesans, Kabuki stars,32 landscapes and everyday life with 

architectural exteriors and interiors of that period. In 1905, when Wright was 38 years old, he spent two 

months in Japan with his first wife, Catherine Lee Tobin (1871-1959), and visited several natural and 

30 Calza, G 2007, Japan Style, Phaidon Press, London.

31 See sub-chapter 01.1 - Fundamentals of Japanese architecture. 

32 Kabuki is a classical Japanese dance-drama.
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historical landmarks.33 His obsessive collecting of Japanese prints had started after he had attended the 

World Fair held in Chicago in 1893. In an interview Wright stated: 

“I remember when I first met Japanese prints, I’ll never forget it. Japanese art had a great influ-

ence on my feeling and thinking.”34

In fact, his collection of Japanese prints became very important to his financial survival. Wright used to 

buy the prints in prosperous years, selling them when he needed money. But the most valuable feature 

of the prints was the inspiration they provided him, given their beauty and geometry.35 He kept collecting 

Japanese prints all his life and surely this passion had an influence when he decided that his first trip 

outside the U.S would be to Japan, instead of Europe like most of his contemporaries. Nevertheless, 

Wright’s first encounter with Japanese architecture is believed to be the Japanese pavilion at the 1893 

World’s Fair in Chicago. 

During Wright’s 1905 trip, he acquired ideas and learned the culture which would cause a deep influ-

ence in all his later work. He was greatly inspired by their thoughts about combining beauty and geom-

etry, which is revealed in the emphasis of his architecture on horizontal lines. After the trip to Japan his 

creativity blossomed. The buildings he visited in the country appeared to confirm many of his own ideas 

about architecture where the construction should “belong” to the earth and be in harmony with it. In 

addition, he was found of the element of surprise, frequently found in Japanese traditional architecture. 

Some of these new concepts were enhanced in his architecture where he merged both Western and 

Eastern inspirations.

His prairie style houses retain certain characteristics also found in Japanese traditional architecture 

– low-pitched roofs, deep eaves, no basements, long rows of windows reflecting the long and low hori-

33 Cf. The Culture Concept, Frank Lloyd Wright, viewed 17 September 2015, <http://www.thecultureconcept.com/

circle/frank-lloyd-wright-greatest-american-architect-of-all-time>.

34 Idem

35 Cf. Birmingham, L 2010, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Japan, Wall Street Journal, viewed 17 September 2015, <http://

www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704026204575267433344670608>.

28 Japanese pavilion at the 1893 
World’s Fair in Chicago.
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zontal prairie on which they were located, which emphasized the overall horizontal theme that Wright 

was found of. These characteristics can be seen in the Darwin D. Martin House in Buffalo in New York 

(1903), the Avery Coonley House in Riverside Illinois (1907) and in the Frederick C. Robie House in 

Chicago (1908). He adopted many solutions that fit the Japanese traditions, including his attention to 

natural local materials, warm earth tones, the human scale or relation of interior and exterior. He also 

framed certain views of the surrounding scenery, a concept that we have enunciated before, which the 

Japanese call shakkei.36 

In 1917, two years after a disastrous period of Wright’s life, when his second “partner”37 and children 

were murdered by the house maids, the American architect accepted the commission to design the 

Tokyo Imperial Hotel travelling to Japan with his new partner Miriam Noel. Wright invited Antonin Ray-

mond (1888-1976), a Czech American architect, for the position of chief assistant of the Imperial Hotel 

in Tokyo. Raymond left Wright just one year after arriving to Tokyo, and had a successful career in Japan 

later. He felt that Wright’s design for the Imperial Hotel “had nothing in common with Japan, its climate, 

its traditions, its people and its culture.”38 In that Same year Wright met Arata Endo (1889-1951), a Jap-

anese architect with 27 years old, who was hired as chief draftsman on the Imperial Hotel project and 

who became central in Wright’s success in Japan. The American architect and Endo bonded because 

both “had and infectious wit, no tolerance for mediocrity, and a belief in the sanctity of architecture.”39 

Wright left Japan before some of his building have been completed which Endo and Makoto Minami 

(1892-1951) later competently oversaw, such as the Jiyu Gakuen, the Tokyo school for girls, and the 

36 See #2 of section 01.3.2 - Design principles of Japanese traditional architecture.

37 Mamah Cheney did not actualy had married Wright because the architect’s first wife refused to give a divorce 

until November 1922.

38 Stewart, D 2002, The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture: From the Founders to Shinohara and Isoza-

ki, Kodansha International, New York, p.89.

39 Spoon Tamago, Arata Endo: the architect who carried on Frank Lloyd Wright’s Legacy in Japan, viewed 18 

September 2015, <http://www.spoon-tamago.com/2014/10/02/arata-endo-the-architect-who-carried-on-frank-lloyd-

wrights-legacy-in-japan/>.

29 The Darwin Martin House in Buffalo, 
a Prairie Style example (1903).
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only surviving Frank Lloyd Wright residence in Japan, the Yamamura House. These architects carefully 

took the task to create a balanced dialog between traditional Japanese home design and Wright’s 

Western “organic” style.

During the trip we made in Japan, both buildings were visited. In the Yamamura House, the dining room 

is very typical of Wright’s rigid and symmetrical style. Mahogany wall decorations, brass fixtures, and 

triangular ventilation windows decorate the walls and ceiling. The vaulted ceiling adds a sense of spa-

ciousness to the feeling of weighted permanence imposed by the Oyaishi stone fireplace. Within the 

characteristics of Wright’s work was his distinctive sensitivity to colour and texture, which extended to 

involve all his interior furnishings as well as his exterior landscaping. This is a feature that he probably 

inherited and enhanced during his period in Japan, after visiting several Japanese traditional buildings. 

The relation between Wright’s work and Japanese traditional architecture has always been a recurring 

source of debate. One of the main factors of this interest has been that while he applies an important 

philosophical debt to Japanese art, and to the wood-block print in particular, he consistently denied any 

influence by Japanese architecture in his work.40 Indeed, throughout his career Wright acknowledged 

that he found in Japanese culture not the inspiration which many suspected but a solid confirmation of 

many of his own “organic” design principles.41 Wright’s first rejection to differentiate his appreciation of 

Japanese aesthetic ideals from any use of Japanese forms came in response to the English Arts and 

Crafts architect C. R. Ashbee who was a personal friend. Ashbee felt obliged to raise what he knew to 

be a sensitive issue to Wright observing in his essay that:

“The Japanese influence is very clear. He (Wright) is obviously trying to adapt Japanese forms 

to the United States, even though the artist denies it and the influence must be unconscious. It 

is particularly evident in the way he brings out the picturesque element of his buildings.”42

After seeing the early proofs of Ashbee’s foreword, Wright wrote to him protesting,

“My conscience troubles me - Do not say that I deny my love for Japanese art has influenced me 

- I admit that it has but claim to have digested it - Do not accuse me of trying to ‘adapt Japanese 

forms’ however, THAT IS A FALSE ACCUSATION AND AGAINST MY VERY RELIGION. Say it 

more TRUTHFULLY even if it does mean saying it a little more gently.”43

He admitted that he owed to Japan and after his death, critics felt obliged to draw attention to various 

formal similarities between Wright’s work and traditional Japanese buildings, establishing a vague but 

40 Nute, K 1994, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japanese Architecture: A study in Inspiration, Journal of Design History, 

vol. 7, no. 3, London, p. 169.

41 Nute, K 1993, Frank Lloyd Wright and the woodblock print: the geometric abstraction of natural, man-made and 

social forms, Andon: Journal of the Society for Japanese Arts and Crafts, vol. 45, London, pp. 3-4.

42 Ashbee, C 1911, Frank Lloyd Wright: Eine Studie zu seiner Wurdigung’ (Frank Lloyd Wright: a study and an 

appreciation), Verlegt bei Ernst Wasmuth A. G., Berlin, p. 10.

43 Crawford, A 1970, Ten letters from Frank Lloyd Wright to Charles Robert Ashbee, Architectural History: Journal 

of the Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain, vol. 13, p. 69.
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widespread perception that he derived more from Japan than simply secured support for his “organic” 

principles.44 To conclude, Wright’s period in Japan was extremely important for the architecture legacy 

he later developed after his return. His later period of his life was indeed very productive. Throughout his 

life, the American architect designed more than 1000 buildings, and the question that comes to us and 

we leave for the reader to reflect upon is: Would Wright be so successful if he had not visited Japan? 

Would he had designed the Falling Water as we know it or developed his organic philosophy?

01.6.3 The trends of the 20th century

In the second part of the 20th century significant change was happening throughout the world and, in 

Japan, architects started to idealize different solutions for a new architecture. The Metabolist movement 

provoked international interest to the architecture community in the 60’s and 70’s due to its radical and 

visionary urban and architectural systems. Today we look at the Metabolism as an answer to the human 

and environmental catastrophe that followed the bombings of Japan in the WWII and vulnerability to 

natural disasters such as earthquakes, using architecture as a mean to transform Japan. Consisting in 

a resilient spatial and organizational patterns adaptable to change, Metabolism applied biological prin-

ciples and evoked techno-scientific images which, in coexistence with vernacular, suggested the notion 

of “genetic architecture”45 which was able to be reproduced and spread. According to the Swedish 

architecture researcher Meike Schalk, the specific concern of the Metabolism “was to mediate between 

an urbanism of large, technical and institutional infrastructures and the freedom of the individual.”46

Rather than an extensive description of the Metabolism, which is a very complex and discussed issue, 

we will try to give the guidelines and major beliefs of this movement from its very beginning, making a 

final consideration showing its impact on the architecture we know today. First of all we decided to name 

this section “Trends of the 20th century” because the Metabolism movement did not occur exclusively 

in Japan. In fact, the Metabolism also happened in the West to some extent. As we can see in this 

Banham’s excerpts:

“(…) one can see that its (Metabolism’s) intimate entanglements with the Western avant-garde  

probably involved as much wish fulfilment and self-deception as had been present in the huz-

zahs and admonitions of Gropius, but now they occurred on both sides.”47

and also,

“For, if the publication of Metabolism 1960 and the World Design Conference held that year in 

Tokyo had indeed been a bid for world domination, as Robin Boyd and Charles Jencks have 

suggested, by the Japanese Fourth Generation, then it was a bid that could only have succeed-

44 Nute, K 1994, op. cit., loc. cit.

45 Schalk, M 2014, The Architecture of Metabolism. Inventing a Culture of Resilience, Stockholm, p.1.

46 Idem.

47 Cf. Banham, R 1985, op. cit., p. 19.
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ed in or about that particular year. Had the attempt been made, say, four years earlier, the world 

would not have been ready; four years later the English Archigram group would have been 

unshakably in command.”48

Before we move forward it is important to underline the importance of the Metabolism. We should ac-

knowledge that this was probably the last movement that changed architecture.49 Hans Ulrich Obrist 

(1968) and Rem Koolhaas (1944) developed a research entitled Project Japan: Metabolism Talks50, 

which started in 2005, after the invitation of Kayoko Ota (birth not provided), who was then the editor 

at Domus Magazine. Kayoko convinced Koolhaas and Obrist of the urgency to develop a study about 

the Metabolism because those could be the last years of its protagonists and, on the other hand the 

movement was still poorly understood outside Japan. Therefore, between 2005 and 2011 Koolhaas 

and Obrist interviewed the surviving members of Metabolism, together with dozens of their mentors, 

collaborators, rivals, critics, protégés, and families resulting in a vivid documentary of the movement 

that supported our interpretation.

We arrive to the crucial question. What exactly was the Metabolism? The Metabolism was an archi-

tectural movement born after the end of WWII. The movement combined ideas about architectural 

megastructures with those of organic biological growth. It emerged almost entirely due to the tremen-

dous changes in Japan during the 1950’s and 1960’s. The devastated cities found after the war, and the 

financial resources injected by the United States from 1950-53, were crucial to the optimistic visions 

of change that we find in the Metabolism. This optimism pushed Japan into second place in the world 

GDP stakes a decade after the American investment, and saw university attendance of Japanese youth 

jump from 20 percent to around 40 percent. This mind-set also made Japan a very healthy place for 

innovation, becoming almost the perfect incubator for the massive ambitions of its architects. 

The Metabolism was part of a wave of movements in post-war architecture that went past the heritage 

of CIAM (Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne), questioning its mechanical principles, and 

even more important, the idea of the masterpiece. In Project Japan Kurokawa described his own phi-

losophy, for which CIAM had no answers, as an attempt “to understand the shift from a mechanical to 

a biodynamic age.”51 Furthermore, other architects were against the current “trends” and tried to find 

new architectural solutions. Beginning in 1953, the CIAM breakaway group Team-X, including Peter and 

Alison Smithson (1928-1993) (1923-2003), Aldo Van Eyck (1918-1999) in the Netherlands, Giancarlo 

de Carlo (1919-2005) in Italy challenged the often inhuman homogeneity and scale of Le Corbusier and 

the International Style. Based in anthropological studies, projects like the Smithsons’ House of the Fu-

ture (1956) imagined a more human architecture that could be responsive to diverse individual needs.52 

Like Team-X’s “human association” concepts, Metabolism too was exploring new concepts in urban 

48 Idem.

49 Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks, Taschen, Koln, p.12.

50 Idem.

51 Cf. Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks, Taschen, Koln, p.19.

52 Cf. Idem.
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design.53 It was also during the CIAM’s 1959 meeting at Otterlo that the Metabolism, which did not have 

its name yet, gained international exposure. In this last meeting of CIAM Kenzo Tange presented two 

theoretical projects by the architect Kiyonori Kikutake, the Tower-shaped City and Kikutake’s own home, 

the Sky House.54

Later on that same year Tange was invited to teach for a small period at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology where he wisely took advantage of a few fresh minds in order to develop his vision. One 

of the seven projects developed stood out, consisting in two primary residential structures which had 

a triangular section. Transportation was provided by highways and monorail. There were open spaces 

creating community centres and at every third level there were walkways along which there were rows 

of family houses.55 This project appeared to be the very base for a competition entry for the World Health 

Organization headquarters in Geneva and both projects propelled his later “Plan for Tokyo – 1960” 

which Tange presented at the Tokyo World Design Conference56 having a deep importance in the first 

Metabolist manifesto publication.

The first known Metabolist manifesto’s publication was prepared by a young group of architects and 

designers who had come under the influence of Kenzo Tange, including Kiyonori Kikutake (1928-2011), 

Kisho Kurokawa (1934-2007) and Fumihiko Maki (1928) for the 1960 Tokyo World Design Conference. 

It is important to clarify that Kenzo Tange was not actively involved in the Metabolist group, being only a 

reference for the young architects. Two thousand copies of the 90 page book were printed and sold for 

about 500yen (approximately 3,65eur)57 by Kurokawa himself and Kiyoshi Awazu (1929-2009) at the 

entrance of the venue.58 The manifesto started with the following statement:

“Metabolism is the name of the group, in which each member proposes further designs of our 

coming world through his concrete designs and illustrations. We regard human society as a 

vital process - a continuous development from atom to nebula. The reason why we use such a 

biological word, metabolism, is that we believe design and technology should be a denotation of 

human society. We are not going to accept metabolism as a natural process, but try to encour-

age active metabolic development of our society through our proposals.”59

With the post-war, Japan was in need of residential and urban housing. The Metabolists were con-

cerned in designing housing for large populations while at the same time preserving the autonomy of 

the individual in a modern world. In addition, the Metabolists had the opinion that architecture should be 

53 Cf. Lin, Z 2010, Kenzo Tange and the Metabolist Movement, Routledge, p.26.

54 Cf. Wikipedia, Metabolism, viewed 17 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metabolism_(architec-

ture)>.

55 Cf. Riani, P 1969, Kenzo Tange, Hamlyn, San Francisco, p.24.

56 Cf. Stewart, D 2002, The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture: From the Founders to Shinohara and 

Isozaki, Kodansha International, New York, p.141.

57 According to fx-rate in 17 September 2015.

58 Cf. Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, op. cit., p.185.

59 Lin, Z 2010, op. cit., p.24.

30 Kenzo Tange’s plan for Tokyo Bay.
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mutable over time as the society develops itself. This movement can be compared to the International 

Style to some extent, sharing some characteristics such as the materials proposed and the lack of 

ornamentation. We might assume at the beginning that the Metabolism was all about the future, reject-

ing traditional architecture beliefs, and developing extremely innovative concepts of form and function. 

However as Obrist states:

“When we began our mission to learn more about the Metabolism, we believed it to be all about 

the future. But many of our conversations in fact focused on the past. Hiroshi Hara told us that 

before Tange, modernism had simply been equated in Japan with Functionalism, conceived as 

an opposing concept to “traditionalism.” It was Tange who first “stepped in and said was going 

to create a new style of Japanese modernism by assimilating tradition.” This assimilation led, in 

turn, to a profound sense of experimentation and a search for the new, rather than simply the 

recombination and resurrection of the old. Metabolism has many links to the “just past,” which, 

as Dan Graham said, allows work to have historical and political value. One under-recognized 

connection that Metabolism and Tange have with the “just past” is to Finnish American architect 

Eero Saarinen. His Ingalls Ice Hockey Rink at Yale (completed in 1958), with its curving concrete 

spine, is a key predecessor to Tange’s Yoyogi National Gymnasia for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics.” 

We might also find some resemblances between the traditional Shin-no-Mihashira60 at the Ise Shrine 

and the Metabolism ephemeral concept. The strong Japanese tradition of making buildings and cities 

as temporary structures, the Ise Shrine, for example, which is rebuilt every 20 years since 690 AD, is 

somehow present in the Metabolist beliefs of impermanence. Simultaneously, in Europe, the English 

architect Cedric Price (1934-2003) emphasized the necessity of architecture as a question of time and 

not just a question of space. Price, who was a key figure for the Archigram group founders, proclaimed 

the necessity of a limited lifespan of buildings.61 Even so, these groups were different from each other. 

Although both had utopian ideas, the Metabolists were focused on developing ideas that would improve 

the social structure of society, whereas Archigram was influenced by mechanics, information and elec-

60 See sub-chapter 01.2 - Overview.

61 Cf. Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, op. cit., p.19.

31 Ingalls Ice Hockey Rink at Yale com-
pleted in 1958 (left).

32 Tange’s Yoyogi National Gymnasia  
for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics (right).
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tronic media and their architecture was more utopian and less social.62 

As written before, the Plan for Tokyo 1960-2025 was one of the most relevant that propelled the Metab-

olism movement. This plan, however, was never built. It was originally intended to be published at the 

1960 World Design Conference but it was delayed because its members, Tange and other students of 

his studio including Kurokawa and Isozaki, were also taking care of the conference’s organization.63 Yet, 

it is the Nakagin Capsule Tower that gets most of the focus, being one of the most memorable Metabo-

list buildings in history. It was designed by Kurokawa and is located in the Shimbashi neighbourhood of 

Tokyo. It was completed in 1972, when the Metabolist members were no longer together, however that 

did not stop Kurokawa and other Metabolist members to use the movement’s ideas for the following 

years. Kurokawa was one of the most notable members of the group to emerge in Japan during this 

time. When he was still very young, he witnessed the destruction of many Japanese cities during the 

air-raids and this is essentially what encouraged him to study architecture. He attended the Architecture 

University in Kyoto from which he graduated in 1957, and then moved to Tokyo to continue his studies. 

Kurokawa was supervised by Kenzo Tange during his PhD, which he finished in 1964. After receiving 

his PhD, Kurokawa opened his architecture office in Tokyo getting many commissions mostly due to his 

popularity within the Metabolism movement.

Obrist makes an interesting interpretation of the Metabolism group saying that it was, perhaps, a stra-

tegic alliance, 

“Perhaps, after all, “Metabolism” as a group, as a label, was a strategic alliance. Perhaps there 

were more differences among its members that there were correspondences of vision and 

style; Maki, for instance, is in many ways the polar opposite of Kurokawa and Kikutake: he rarely 

proposed megastructures and high-tech visions; he certainly avoided the flamboyant theorizing 

of Kurokawa.”

These architects certainly profited with their exposure while a group, both nationally and internationally.

The Nakagin Tower followed the capsule life concept that Kurokawa developed. Basically the owners of 

these capsules would be able to interchange, move or connect the capsules adapting the house to their 

needs, either to live or work. The tower is a 14 storied steel and concrete structure prepared to have 140 

pre-fabricated capsules attached by four high tension bolts. The capsules were meant to be replaced 

every 25 years but unfortunately this has not been the case due to a poor or missing business plan that 

would sustain this concept. Today, unfortunately, only less than a dozen capsules are in use. Even so, 

this tower was shortlisted for the World Heritage by the international Committee of DOCOMOMO since 

1996 and was selected as one of the 125 listings of the DOCOMOMO Japan.64 This organization is 

making a big effort to find a solution to the tower and prevent its demolition.

62 Cf. Lin, Z 2010, op. cit., p.11.

63 Lin, Z 2010, op. cit., pp.144-145.

64 Cf. Kisho Kurokawa, Nagakin Capsule Tower, viewed 17 September 2015, <http://www.kisho.co.jp/page/209.

html>.

33 Nakagin Capsule Tower (1970).

34 Isometric plan of one capsule.

35 Detail of joining system.
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The Metabolism group saw its end eventually. The 1970 International Exposition, in Osaka, was the 

last collective effort of the Metabolist members. After this first World’s Fair, the earlier members of the 

group became self-driven and more independent in their careers. Nonetheless the organic ideas of the 

movement continued to be developed even if the architects were working individually, as we observed 

in the Nakagin Tower. The Metabolism was important because it distinguishes a period of time when 

change was part of every one’s agenda. The industry and technology evolved a lot since the 60’s and 

70’s and many things occurred in the period after. 

The Metabolist concepts were rapidly spread all over the world. At the same time the Metabolists ac-

quired much of their ideas from elsewhere in the first place. However, the images they drew and the 

images they built, will remain immortal containing a depth that no written philosophy on this matter can 

match. Reynar Banham points that “ten thousand words about capsules are as nothing compared to 

the actual presence of the works of Nakajima, Kurokawa, or Watanabe (…)”65 In fact, it was the pres-

ence of these buildings that aroused international attention. Why were Japanese architects that interest-

ed in “capsules,” making them to be actually built? What were they raising that the West had not raised 

yet? These questions will not dissipate as long as Japanese architecture continues to persist in the 

world’s visual memory. Only a few of these images of modern Japan possess an equivalent importance, 

yet smaller, to the great architecture of the past. No modern Japanese building had had the impact of 

Katsura or Ise. Nevertheless, this group of thinkers have projected themselves and their visions well 

enough internationally in order to establish their “father” – Kenzo Tange – as one of the greatest archi-

tects of the second half of the 20th century. According to Banham’s essay, 

“That is already a great change in the general perception of Japanese modern, and we may 

therefore, be tempted from this less prejudiced viewpoint to re-evaluate the narrow propagan-

dist attitudes towards Japan, exhibited by even such intelligent Westerners as Walter Gropius. 

However, we may well be premature in supposing that we are so exhaustively better informed 

and clear-eyed that we cannot repeat those earlier kinds of mistaken understandings. Indeed, 

so long as we feel inclined to congratulate ourselves on our changed perceptions, so long will 

we have failed, however subtly, to come to a proper understanding of how the Japanese have 

changed our world of architecture.”66

To conclude, this last statement shows how the visionary minds of the Japanese carried many of the 

ideas that would shape the future. Today we live in a time that is more atomized and has less cohesive 

artistic and architectural movements. Nevertheless the Metabolism movement has an impact in con-

temporary architects. According to Obrist,

“There is a clear continuum, a true Japanese architectural miracle, moving from Tange, through 

Metabolism and the ambivalent fellow-traveller Isozaki onwards to the “progressive anarchy” of 

Kazuo Shinohara’s Uehara House (1976) and Centennial Hall in Tokyo (1987), and then to the 

65 Banham, R 1985, op. cit., p 26.

66 Idem.
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School of Shinohara, to Toyo Ito (1941), for whom all architecture is an extension and “epider-

mis” of nature, and forwards again to SANAA, then to Junya Ishigami (1974), to Sou Fujimoto 

(1971). The Japanese, it seems, do not kill the father/mother.”67

During our visit to Japan we witnessed the dwellings spread in the outskirts of big cities. This was a 

result of the fast reconstruction of Japan after the catastrophes. Despite not being in a form of “megas-

tructures” these constructions resembled some ideas of the Metabolism movement that answered to 

the need of housing. What we learned with the interview to Sou Fujimoto, is that cities with diversity are 

very interesting and that is probably a positive idea that the contemporary generation takes from the 

Metabolist theories.

67 Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, op. cit., p.21.
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02.1 Introduction

“As leadership passes from one generation to the next, we are left to wonder as to which rival 

version of the future will eventually prevail.”1

As we have seen in the last section of the first chapter,2 Japan experienced considerable social and 

economic transformation after the war, and by 1970 it had established itself as the second largest 

economy in the world. This “miraculous economy” grew based on manufacturing, construction, high 

productivity and pure determination. The consumer-based lifestyle with home ownership, demand for 

the “latest brand” and construction have been crucial for the country’s recovery. In the 1980’s, when the 

world went through an exponential economic growth, Japan saw its land prices and urban redevelop-

ment booming, which allowed its architects to be more creative than ever before. During these years 

the Japanese population lived beyond their means, having an economic bubble which was inflated by 

speculative investment mostly in real estate. After approximately forty years since WWII ended, Japan 

had already seven of his banks amongst the ten largest banks in the world.3 This paradisiacal period 

would not last long because some measures such as, high prices, exports decrease and protection 

from foreign infiltration, resulted in an unsustainable rise in the Japanese economy and preceded an 

economic black hole. By the beginning of the 1990’s the situation was different. The Japanese economy 

had weakened and the land and property values had drop considerably. Despite the challenging reces-

sion over the decade, containing many corruption scandals that were neutralized by the government, 

Japan retained its status as the second-richest nation in the world.4 

By the end of the 1990’s some avant-garde Japanese architects were in the spotlight of world architec-

ture critic. Some small groups led by individual figures, commonly known as “ateliers” (after the French 

word for artist studio) were responsible for giving a notorious reputation for a reinvented Japanese 

architecture that had a progressive image in the contemporary world. Architecture ateliers are generally 

known for building more inventive buildings, focusing on the creation of sophisticated, more creative 

and organically formed lightweight structures. Many architects of these so-called ateliers, travelled in-

cessantly and studied abroad. Fumihiko Maki (1928), Yoshio Taniguchi (1937), Shigeru Ban (1957) and 

Kengo Kuma (1954) have all studied in American universities. 

The collapse of the bubble economy saw national and local government commissions losing financial 

resources, as a result the architects were forced to seek alternative solutions to survive.5 In addition, 

recent regulation, imposed by the leadership of Prime Minister Koizumi,6 have reduced the tendency 

1 Frampton, K, min 54:55, 3 Generations of Avant-Garde Architects, 1989, Michael Blackwood productions, 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=64WxywW81GI>.

2 See chapter 01.6 - The 20th Century.

3 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, Project Japan, The Images Publishing Group, Australia, p.26.

4 Cf. Idem.

5 Cf. Ibidem, p. 30.

6 Prime Minister of Japan from 2001 to 2006.
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towards open design competitions for public buildings, placing the small design practices at a disad-

vantage.7 Consequently we are seeing more and more Japanese architects exporting their skills and 

participating in international competitions, which have many times been successful. We highlight win-

ning entries such as Yoshio Taniguchi’s Museum of Modern Art extension in New York, Fumihiko Maki’s 

Tower 4 at Ground Zero, SANAA’s Louvre Museum near Paris, Kengo Kuma’s recently project for the 

Saint Denis Station in Paris or Sou Fujimoto’s 21st Century Oasis Tower in Taiwan. 

“The culture of architects is often likened to the movement of waves.”8 

This meaningful quote by Graham Cooper (birth not provided), is legitimate. We have the good example 

of the Metabolism movement, which also confirms Fumihiko Maki’s theory that describes how different 

waves collide and interfere with one another, some disappearing and merging to form bigger waves. In 

his text Stillness and Plenitude: The architecture of Yoshio Taniguchi, Maki says: “Every day we experi-

ence and participate in several waves that began in the early 20th century.”9

Following the war, the first relevant group of architects include Kenzo Tange, Kunio Maekawa, Junzo 

Sakakura and Togo Murano. The next generation includes the members of the Metabolist group which 

we have already studied, Kiyonori Kikutake, Kisho Kurokawa and Fumihiko Maki, the latter partnering 

with Arata Isozaki, Kazuo Shionohara and Yoshinobu Ashihara in the late 1960’s. The well succeeded 

next generation include Tadao Ando, Toyo Ito, Itsuko Hasegawa and Yoshio Taniguchi. The system of 

mentors and protégés, which provides a very solid form of training, is transverse to all generations 

of architects; for instance, Isozaki, Kikutake, Kurokawa and Taniguchi worked in Tange’s Tokyo Bay 

studio. Isozaki was in turn Shigeru Ban’s mentor as well as Makoto Sei Watanabe’s, whereas Toyo Ito 

and Itsuko Hasegawa graduated from Shinohara laboratory at the Tokyo Institute of Technology. Riken 

Yamamoto graduated from Hiroshi Hara’s studio at the University of Tokyo, and Kazuyo Sejima worked 

in Toyo Ito’s office who had worked to Kikutake after graduated. Le Corbusier also had a big importance 

mastering Maekawa and Sakakura. What we can say from this is that all influences are connected to 

some extent, and we believe this theory can be applied to almost every moment in architecture history.

At last, the contemporary architects’ wave, and the ones we will be learning about in this chapter include 

Tadao Ando, Kazuyo Sejima, Kengo Kuma and Sou Fujimoto. It is extremely important to investigate the 

latest works of some of these architects in order to better comprehend their origins, influences, beliefs 

and reflect upon what will be the future of Japanese architecture and, ultimately, world architecture. As 

a result, we will be able to contribute to the answer of a very important question of this dissertation – 

what moves the Japanese architectural designers in the search for an almost obsessive perfection and 

simplicity, in a country where financial resources abound? Of course that the good quality of today’s 

Japanese architecture, which is what made us write this dissertation, did not depend only on the archi-

tects. Many other issues, mainly concerning their culture, are involved, which made us go beyond the 

7 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, op. cit., loc. cit.

8 Idem.

9 Maki, F 1996, Stillness and Plenitude: The architecture of Yoshio Taniguchi, The Japan Architect, JA21, Tokyo.
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five key characteristics of architectural design in the Japanese culture described in the first chapter.10 In 

this chapter we will try to transmit the importance of Japanese simple way of living, which was present 

throughout the whole period of investigation, while we were in Japan, and is certainly influential in every 

building constructed in Japan.

10 See sub-chapter 01.3.1 - Five key characteristics of architectural design in the Japanese culture.
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02.2 Importance of Japanese way of living

Today, a visitor who arrives in Japan is unlikely to find an atmosphere of flaunt individual wealth or no-

ticeable consumption. This environment of modesty is in fact engrained in the Japanese culture which 

is way different from the Western. The nation’s wealth is relatively well distributed. Adding to that, an 

outsider can witness a real drive and professionalism within the entire population, from the poorest to 

the wealthiest, from the youngest to the most experienced. 

As we have perceived in the study trip in Japan, made in the framework of this dissertation, one will 

benefit from the enormous pride invested in the public buildings and mass infrastructure. The Japan rail 

network is another good example of Japanese incredibly organized culture, conveying more passen-

gers than any other country. Japanese trains are so punctual that we can set our watch to it. The Bullet 

train, known as Shinkansen, was first introduced for the Olympic Games in 1962. In the rush hour, they 

leave Tokyo station every minute or so, with more than 1500 passengers on board. These and other 

facts made us want to understand this incredibly complex culture a little better, which will be summarily 

explained in this sub-chapter, going from educational principles, to tea culture, not forgetting of course 

the importance of the religion. 

To begin with the education, a child is expected to learn about 2000 characters as well as Hiragana 

and Katakana, in order to become fully literate.1 There are also several symbols for numbers depending 

on the characteristics of objects being counted. This seems to be a dissimilar way to learn language 

than what we, Westerners, are used. Repetitive attempts to recognise the ideographs appear to lead 

to a much more visual learning, based on aggregation, classification and differentiation rather than the 

manipulation of word structures and meanings as observed in a Western education. This painful way of 

learning to read and write kanji characters making use of visual memory will naturally result on a greater 

degree of graphical and spatial awareness than found in phonetic language based cultures. Equally 

curious is the way the Japanese address each other, using different dialects according to the level of 

politeness.2 The cause for this incremental process of language structure, instead of one favoured form 

of vocabulary superseding the other is unclear, however, this has been seen in the religion as well. 

Buddhism, for example, coexists with the native religion of Shinto.3 

The tea culture is another strong aspect that influenced the Japanese personality. The Japanese tea 

ceremony is an artistic activity unique to Japan that features the serving and drinking of a powdered 

1 Cooper, G 2009, Project Japan, The Images Publishing Group, Australia, p. 19.

2 In Japanese, the conversation setting, formal/informal, determines the vocabulary and grammar. As experienced 

by Richard Feynman, Japanese say the equivalent of “Would you mind to show me your garden?” when asking 

someone to see their garden, but “May I hang my eyes on your most exquisite garden?” when referring to the garden 

of a sensei or someone highly respectable. In addition, they have many rules specific to their language, many differ-

ent dialects and levels of politeness and their own script, which makes it difficult for an outsider to learn, and difficult 

for native speakers to perfect their own speaking and writing. Cf. Quora, Are some languages more complex than 

others? viewed 21 September 2015, <https://www.quora.com/Are-some-languages-more-complex-than-others>.

3 “Japanese ancient religion Shinto is a form of nature worship and means “the way of the gods,” known as Kami. 
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Japanese green-tea called Matcha. Despite Japanese green-tea had been introduced to Japan around 

the 8th century, Matcha powdered green-tea did not reach Japan until the end of the 12th century. Fur-

thermore, the practice of holding social gatherings to drink Matcha spread among the upper classes, 

starting from about the 14th century. Gradually one of the main purposes of these gatherings, which took 

place in a Shoin (study room), became the appreciation of Chinese paintings and crafts in a peaceful 

atmosphere.4 One ceremony is enough to understand that in Japan, serving tea is an art and a spiritual 

discipline, in which one appreciates the simplicity of the tea room’s design, the feel of the Chawan5 in 

the hand, and simply a moment of purity.

The wilful emptiness of tea houses comes from an aspect of Japanese culture which is the lack of ma-

terial attachment. This is reflected in many Japanese homes which only contain the indispensable for 

living. Taoism6 and Confucianism,7 were crucial in the development of Japanese interiors.8 These ethical 

traditions influenced the quest to self-enlightenment in the Japanese culture. Moreover, the Buddhist 

monks rejected material possessions in favour of an austerity that they believed would promote medi-

tation and bring heaven on earth closer to them. 

The tea house would provide an asylum where the Samurai could practice contemplation through the 

art of poverty. It was an aesthetic retreat from the daily life, and where no responsibility is a matter of 

concern. 

“Harmony, respect and purity formed the three ingredients of tranquillity and these, along with 

ideals of frugality, provided the discipline and rules for the tea ceremony.”9

A distinct vocabulary of aesthetic terminology appeared regarding the emergence of the tea ceremony. 

4 Cf. Japanese tea ceremony, What is the Japanese tea ceremony? Viewed 21 September 2015, <http://japa-

nese-tea-ceremony.net/>.

5 A Chawan is a bowl used for preparing and drinking tea. There are many types of Chawan used in East Asian 

tea ceremonies. Its choice depends on many considerations.

6 “Taoism (sometimes Daoism) is a philosophical, ethical or religious tradition of Chinese origin, or faith of Chinese 

exemplification, that emphasizes living in harmony with the Tao (also romanized as Dao). The term Tao means “way”, 

“path”, or “principle”, and can also be found in Chinese philosophies and religions other than Taoism.” in Wikipedia, 

Taoism, 21 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taoism>.

7 “Confucianism, also known as Ruism, is an ethical and philosophical system, also described as a religion, de-

veloped from the teachings of the Chinese philosopher Confucius (551–479 BCE). Confucianism originated as 

an “ethical-socio-political teaching” during the Spring and Autumn Period, but later developed metaphysical and 

cosmological elements in the Han Dynasty. Following the official abandonment of Legalism in China after the Qin 

Dynasty, Confucianism became the official state ideology of the Han. Nonetheless, from the Han period onwards, 

most Chinese emperors have used a mix of Legalism and Confucianism as their ruling doctrine. The disintegration 

of the Han in the second century CE opened the way for the soteriological doctrines of Buddhism and Taoism to 

dominate intellectual life at that time.” in Wikipedia, Confucianism, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Confucianism>.

8 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, op. cit., p. 20.

9 Idem.

36 Japanese Shoin or study room.

37 Japanese Chawan.
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Wabi means restraint and poverty, the natural imperfection, cracks and flaws, the appreciation of faulti-

ness and irregularity. A timeless quality, sabi respects the elegance of functionality, the purest commod-

ity and grace of ageing. On the other hand, Shibui is an expression referring to a particular aesthetic of 

modest, subtle, and unobtrusive beauty with simplicity preferred to ostentation.10 

Japan is a densely populated country in which individual freedom has been suppressed to some extent, 

in favour of order, stability, and more civilised behaviour. Graham Cooper states that “the Japanese 

always hammer in the nail that sticks out (…)”11 thus, rather than being popular as an individual, they 

prefer to merge into a group. In fact, this group culture is so strong in Japan that it shapes many of their 

behaviours, superseding the self-seeking individual interest. 

“The importance of belonging to a group is believed to have developed as a result of the coun-

try’s dependence on agriculture in which survival from famine required communal action.”12

The Japanese kept many of their pre-modern traditions, including this Middle Age way of working in 

groups. For example, the woman belongs to the family group, so, when she becomes a mother, she 

should stop working and focus on the children. Generally in Japan, no one exists really as one lonely 

person. On the contrary, Westerners are very assertive and individual. 

The Japanese society is composed by many groups and the devotion to social cohesion for mutual ben-

efit and interdependency has contributed to the collective consciousness of the nation. Individuals bond 

through their genes and honour their immediate family circle, and they identify in much the same way 

with their employers or colleagues who show a strong pride in contributing for the success of the team. 

There are well-established institutional and personal codes of protocol that reinforce the pyramid hier-

archy. Social encounters amongst Japanese are based on formal rituals that manage how politely one 

must address to the other. Decision-making is based on what is best for the circle and is made through 

group dynamics providing balanced opinions, rather than favouring individual attention-seekers. In or-

der to take big decisions, the Japanese pursue the wisdom of the elders. Another important aspect is 

that in Japan everyone considers themselves to be a “debtor to the world,” expressing obligation to their 

superiors, acknowledging debt to parents, teachers, employers and always showing the deepest care 

to the elderly. In the business world, where there is also a big sense of respect, loyalty and honour are 

so important that, up until recently, the need for third party-legal professionals was completely unneces-

sary to verify and agree upon transactions.

By now, we have a pretty good idea that the Japanese culture developed in a definitely different way 

from the West. This fact can be observed as soon as a foreign lands in Japan. During our study trip 

there was no exception. Actually, many important knowledge, relative to Japanese culture, was ac-

quired along this journey to write a Japanese architecture thesis. One month in Japan was enough to 

understand that Japanese people have a set of qualities that make their lives incredibly ordered and 

10 Cf. Idem.

11 Ibidem, p. 21.

12 Ibidem.
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systematized. They have one of the most developed cultures in the world, but many ancient traditions 

as well, which is surely worth studying. We present a list of characteristics of a general Japanese citizen. 

This list was created based on the friendships made across the journey, many conversations, bibliog-

raphy, movies and so on13. We highly believe that these characteristics, which are nothing but personal 

impressions, have a deep impact in the Japanese architectural design as we will understand later on.

One thing at a time:

Doing one thing at a time is a habit that comes from Buddhist monks. It is a difficult task to com-

mit in today’s world, however Japanese citizens have an ability to set a time for every non-pro-

ductive activity they do through the day. During my internship in Brazil we had a Japanese 

co-worker that would arrive to the office every day at the exact same minute, then she would 

have a coffee later in the morning to charge her batteries and would leave to lunch following this 

routine every single day with an admirable punctuality. Therefore, she was able to commit every 

task that she was supposed to do with the best concentration possible. There are certain times 

designated for certain activities. A time for bathing, a time for work, a time for cleaning, a time 

for eating. This ensures that those things get done in the best way possible. There is a strong 

Buddhist proverb that says “When walking, walk. When eating, eat.” This transmits the idea of 

concentration and discipline of the Japanese culture. 

Rituals:

Taking again our Japanese friend as an example, we explain a characteristic usually found in 

the Japanese culture which is the developing of rituals through the day. She, for example, used 

to arrive in the office and place her belongings in the same position every single day. For a 

Western, this does not really have that much importance. But we should put ourselves in their 

position to understand where these procedures come from. Buddhist monks have rituals for 

almost everything they do, from eating to cleaning to meditation. The Rituals give something a 

sense of importance. If an activity is important enough to have a ritual, it is important enough to 

be given attention, and to be done consciously and correctly. There are a handful of rituals that 

people in Japan adopt. Being related to religious practices, personal hygiene, eating, cleaning, 

working, for when one wakes up and before he goes to bed. We can find anything, really.

Gradually and consciously:

Japanese people work deliberately and consciously. The idea I got from a group of Western 

friends that were working in a Japanese design studio in Tokyo was that the rhythm of Japanese 

workers is slightly slower than a Western one. However, instead of rushing to get things done 

quickly, they take a little more time to deliver the best work they can. It is possible to do one task 

at a time, but also rush that task. Instead, the Japanese people take their time, and work care-

13 We also took into account the following reference: Zen Habits, viewed 22 September 2015, <http://zenhabits.

net/12-essential-rules-to-live-more-like-a-zen-monk/>.
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fully. They make their actions deliberate, not rushed and random. This allows someone to focus 

on a mission with the best mental health possible. 

Commitment and cleanliness:

Generally, a Japanese puts his mind completely on one task. It is infrequent to see someone 

moving on to the next task until he has finished the first one. Nevertheless, if that happens, one 

will never move on to the next task before putting away the unfinished work and concentrating 

on the new task. We will give a very banal example concerning daily life. If one prepares a 

sandwich, he will not start eating it until he has put away all the stuff he used to prepare it, wiped 

down the counter, and washed the dishes used for preparation. Then he is done with that task 

and can focus more completely on the next task. This cleanliness and discipline are a precon-

ception of the Japanese culture and is found throughout the whole country. 

Less is more:

If one has a day filled with an extensive, almost impossible, to-do list, he will be rushing from 

one thing to the next without stopping to think about how to do those things right. The common 

Japanese wakes early and has a day filled with work. However, he does not have an unending 

to-do list. There are certain things he will do during the day, and no more. The actual philosophy 

here is that - doing less things, enables one to do those things more slowly, more completely 

and with more concentration which are essential to accomplish a valuable work. In addition, they 

also do not schedule things close together, instead they leave room between things on their 

schedule, leaving space in case one task takes longer than planned.

Smile and serve others:

This is probably one of the most recognizable characteristics of Japanese culture. Japanese 

people smile a lot. When travelling through Japan I asked many times to Japanese people why 

they smile so much. The answer was similar most of the times – “Smiling is good for us and for 

others, and is a great way to improve the lives of those around.” In fact, Buddhist monks spend 

part of their day in service to others, whether that be other monks in the monastery or people on 

the outside world. It teaches them humility, and ensures that their lives are not just selfish, but 

devoted to others. Politeness towards customers in Japan is another great lesson to be learned. 

Upon entering a store we are always greeted politely. In a big mall there will probably be assis-

tants at the entrance bowing to us, thanking for choosing their store and spending our valuable 

time there. “Irashaimase” they say. Welcome.

There is more:

Japanese people rarely say exactly what they think. We understood in Japan that there is al-

ways more than what we see. There is a whole new world behind the first glance facade of the 
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society. It takes a book to explain it.14 Japanese people are quite reserved and are not that extro-

vert as most Westerners are. In the subway at rush hour every one stays quiet and if we hear a 

loud group of people talking, they are probably foreigners. But this does not mean they are not 

interesting. They have great stories to tell and a great knowledge to share, however they might 

be difficult to approach and to develop a friendship as it happens in the West.

Only the necessary. 

Compared to the Westerns, there is little in a Japanese life that is not necessary. They do not 

have a closet full of shoes, or the latest in trendy clothes. They do not have a refrigerator and 

cabinets full of junk food. They have the latest technology instead. They have basic clothing, 

basic shelter, basic utensils, basic tools, and the most traditional Japanese food is extremely 

basic – white rice, along with a main dish of fish or meat, soup, and pickled vegetables. There 

is much in a Western life that is unnecessary, and this trip was useful, beyond many other good 

things, to give us some thought about what we really need, and whether if it is important to have 

all the stuff we have.

Living simply. 

This characteristic is very much related to the previous one. In fact, Japanese people live a very 

simple life. We will devote some more time about simplicity in the end of this dissertation be-

cause it is, in fact, a very important aspect. Japanese people focus on what is essential in their 

lives. For some, the family, work, physical exercise and reading. For others yoga and spending 

time with friends might be essential. There is exactly no law saying what is essential, but the Jap-

anese have this ability to devote their time to what is really necessary. Moreover, in their culture 

we can find both simplicity and complexity. In fact, these two concepts must merge, because 

people need a simple way to escape from the complex cities they live in. This is what makes the 

country so fascinating. Switching between simplicity and complexity is what helps the Japanese 

managing the daily challenges. “After a busy day at work I love to watch cartoons with my kids. 

Our own minimalistic interior at home is a haven of peace in a busy world.”15

These are some of the best qualities of the Japanese culture, however some of these characteristics 

have been vanishing. Recent generations make an effort to accept the traditional values and try to 

transfer them to their children, but it seems to be difficult to find economic reasonability in some of these 

customs in the current capitalism-driven society. That is why the Japanese culture is gradually getting 

similar to Western countries. We must know that the Japanese do also have many anxieties mainly 

concerning unemployment, nuclear problems and natural catastrophes. In that way, our personal opin-

ion is that, Japanese struggle, and are very philosophical to make the most out of their difficult living 

conditions. The Japanese live in very little space, they have short or non-existing holidays, they work 

14 A very good read about this issue is “Pictures from the Water Trade” by John David Morley. Morley, J 1985, 

Pictures from the Water Trade: Adventures of a Westerner in Japan, André Deutsch, London.

15 Emiel van den Boomen statement.
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long hours and have big commutes. 
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02.3 Contemporaneity

In the last decades, there have been many inspiring developments in Japanese contemporary architec-

ture which have aroused international attention. These, most often provocative, recent buildings, rooted 

in Japanese traditions, appear to be a manifestation of unique qualities of the Japanese culture. In this 

sub-chapter we will examine four prominent architects of today, presenting some of their works, in or-

der to understand the present, and reflect upon the future of Japanese or, why not, world architecture. 

Tadao Ando (1941), Kazuyo Sejima (1956) and Ryue Nishizawa (1966), Kengo Kuma (1954) and Sou 

Fujimoto (1971) carry a great responsibility in a country with such an impressive architecture legacy, 

and are today four of the most innovative architects in Japan. For this dissertation, we were lucky to 

have been able to personally interview Kuma and Fujimoto in their offices in Tokyo. Both conversations 

took no more than fifteen minutes, and were held on Saturdays, which show these architects’ busy lives, 

generously making an effort, however, to talk about architecture and share their visions.

02.3.1 Tadao Ando (1941)

Tadao Ando is one of the most celebrated architects of all time. Needing few introductions, he was born 

in Osaka in 1941 and never studied architecture. He worked as a truck driver and boxer before settling 

on the profession of architect. He attended night classes to learn drawing and interior design correspon-

dence courses in his early age, which were enough for him to create a highly reputed practice having 

built more than 200 projects. In 1995 he was awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize for “consistent and 

significant contributions to the built environment.”1

“In many respects Ando is a builder rather than an architect in the liberal bourgeois sense. An 

autodidact from his unofficial craft training to his first uncertain projects as an independent de-

signer (he has never worked for anyone), Ando secured for himself an autochthonous upbring-

ing in its endemic closeness to nature and craft.”2

Ando’s approach to architecture and landscape was considered by architectural historian Francesco 

Dal Co as “critical regionalism,”3 a progressive approach to design that seeks to mediate between 

the global and the local languages of architecture.4 Ando is an architect that, as opposed to Western 

modern architecture, understands nature and tries to blend his buildings within it.5 Very much of Ando’s 

early life was influenced by his hometown. Osaka is an historic port, where commerce is combined 

with creativity. He is fond of the dynamic, but sadly vanishing, life of the old market arcades where 

1 Co, F 1995, Tadao Ando Complete Works, Phaidon Press Limited, London.

2 Idem, p. 490.

3 Cf. Wikipedia, Tadao Ando, viewed 23 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tadao_Ando>.

4 Cf. Wikipedia, Critical Regionalism, viewed 23 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_region-

alism>.

5 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, Project Japan, The Images Publishing Group, Australia, p. 183.

38 Tadao Ando.
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people engage with each other with a passion suggestive of Mediterranean cities.6 He independently 

studied the traditional architecture of nearby Kyoto and Nara and was impressed by the harmony of 

the temples, shrines and tea houses with their natural surroundings.7 In Ando’s opinion, contemporary 

buildings have not possessed the Japanese spirit since the disastrous war.8 In fact, that distinctive Jap-

anese way of thinking was lost, however, Ando has been reviving these traditional conceptual values in 

architecture, passing them to more recent generations. He also considers that the mass construction 

and efficiency has been over-emphasised disregarding spatial quality.9 

From the many curiosities of Ando’s early life, one of the most intriguing is the fact that he had never 

been formally trained as an architect. In fact, this rebellious ex-boxer was most influenced by a neigh-

bouring master craftsman who taught him how to make things by carefully examining each stage of 

the process, considering all the possibilities and deciding on appropriate materials and tools. His first 

experiments with furniture, interiors and small wooden houses were where he gave the first steps as a 

designer, in a country where architecture relied on carpenters and craftsmen.

Tadao Ando is inspired by the geometry of Frank Lloyd Wright or Louis Kahn10 and other Western forms:

“I think that space to live in, should coexist in harmony with nature. And therefore I appreciate 

the traditional Japanese houses in which one can find this unity. I also want to make an archi-

tecture which would remind the Japanese of their old cultural sensitivities. I do this through 

something very western, geometric forms.”11

Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation is also a source of inspiration. In fact Ando tried to visit Corbusier in 

Paris when he was young but unfortunately, the Swiss-French architect passed away just weeks before 

Ando had arrived.12

Furthermore, Ando develops a relation between solid and void, lightness and darkness which brings 

his buildings to life.13 A peaceful beauty is seen in traditional architecture through the Shogi paper, when 

spaces are illuminated by soft rays of translucent light. The nature is embodied in Ando’s buildings, 

which are mainly built in concrete, through light and not exactly physical matter. He meticulously posi-

tions the rooms in order to find the proper amount of light for each space. He does that through windows 

placed in the roof and walls, manipulating the quality of daylight, either direct or reflected. 

Ando approaches another issue, fundamental in this dissertation, which is the comfort. According to 

6 Cf. Idem.

7 Cf. Ibidem.

8 Cf. Ibidem.

9 Cf. Ibidem.

10 Cf. Ibidem, p. 184.

11 Ando, T, min 50:00, 3 Generations of Avant-Garde Architects, 1989, Michael Blackwood productions, <https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=64WxywW81GI>.

12 Cf. Ando, T 2012, Conversations with students, Pinceton Architectural Press, New York, p. 48.

13 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, op. cit., loc. cit.
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him, there are two kinds of comfort: The spiritual comfort, which is found in the darkness - and the 

physical comfort, which is found in the daylight.14 He adds that the body needs both kinds of comfort, 

however every culture has its own definition of comfort and it is not right to impose a universal level of 

comfortability as he states:

“Comfort means something different for different nationalities. What is comfortable for Japanese 

may not be comfortable for Americans or Europeans and vice versa. Modernist architects were 

mistaken to try one kind of comfort for everyone.”15

Ando’s contribution to the world architecture has been enormous. One of his biggest beliefs is that 

Spaces should exist for physical and spiritual enrichment.16 The challenge of an architect who aims to 

innovate is to create new spaces, rich in potential that have not been experienced before. Ando has 

been able to excel on that throughout his career. He was able to establish a new set of principles, based 

on Japanese tradition, prepared for a new world, never forgetting the essential beauty of life. 

02.3.1.1 Chichu Art Museum, Naoshima (2004)

The word chichu, meaning within the earth, is used to name this underground museum, completed in 

2005, in an Island southwest of Osaka called Naoshima. Considered by many one of the most unique 

art museums in the world the Chichu is an innovative three-floor building that considers the relationship 

between people and nature. The visit to this museum is a wonderful experience. The museum is em-

bedded in a hilly site with an impressive view over Japan’s inland see, where the physical experience is 

emotionally stimulated by the rhythm of the sea. 

Ando designed the art spaces using concrete, steel, glass and wood as main materials. He refused to 

have any external elevation that would not be buried.17 Configured around two courtyards, the museum 

14 Cf. Idem.

15 Ando, T, min 50:00, 3 Generations of Avant-Garde Architects, 1989, Michael Blackwood productions, <https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=64WxywW81GI>.

16 Cf. Cooper, G 2009, op. cit., loc. cit.

17 Cf. Idem, p. 200.

39 Aerial view of the Chichu Art Muse-
um, 2004 (left).

40 View from the Chichu Art Museum, 
2004 (right).
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is illuminated exclusively by natural light. Sunk deep into the earth, this museum features permanent 

installations by just three artists, Claude Monet, Walter de Maria and James Turrell. Their works are 

displayed around a triangular void, where the visitors patiently wait while enjoying the filtered daylight. 

In conclusion, the visitor to Chichu Art Museum will enjoy a delightful architectural experience, which 

is mainly achieved because of the solutions applied to take the best benefit out of the natural light. The 

quest for the perfect light is an issue which Ando has always been very interested. This constant search 

to find the correct amount of light is also present in traditional architecture. According to Junichiro Ta-

nizaki the true beauty in the Japanese room is associated with light, or even better, shadow:

“And so it has come to be that the beauty of a Japanese room depends on a variation of shad-

ows, heavy shadows against light shadows – it has nothing else.”18

And also,

“(…) we find beauty not in the thing itself but in the patterns of shadows, the light and the dark-

ness, that one thing against another creates.”19

02.3.2 Kazuyo Sejima (1956) and Ryue Nishizawa (1966)

In 1995 Kazuyo Sejima (1956), and Ryue Nishizawa (1966), a former Sejima’s employee, founded SA-

NAA studio in Tokyo. SANAA’s buildings are all over the world today, and their ethereal architecture has 

become, to many people, synonymous with contemporary Japanese architecture. Both architects have 

their individual studios, while working together, at the same time, in bigger commissions.

The architecture of SANAA, as well as the partners’ own studios, is both respectful of the traditions of 

modernism, with its emphasis on lightness and transparency, and distinct from it.20 They are also deep 

interested in the Japanese traditional architecture, transforming it to the contemporary world:

“(…) like that of other masters of Japanese architecture such as Kunio Maekawa, who worked 

with Le Corbusier before returning to Japan, or Kenzo Tangue, the work of SANAA is fundamen-

tally shaped and influenced by modernist architecture. But also like these earlier figures, they 

have managed to develop a distinctly Japanese approach and look, which is now being pursued 

by a younger generation of architects.”21

Nonetheless, their simple, invariably orthogonal, design strategies and the emphasis on the imagina-

tion is what distinguish them. About simplicity, their work is strongly committed to the rational spirit of 

Mies van der Rohe’s theory of an architecture of “almost nothing.”22 And, comparable to Mies’, SANAA’s 

18 Tanisaki, J 1933, In praise of Shadows, Japan, p. 29.

19 Idem, p. 46.

20 Cf. Mostafavi, M 2011, Inorganic Architecture, El Croquis, SANAA, no. 155, p. 245.

21 Idem, p. 249.

22 Ibidem.

41 Ryue Nishizawa and Kazuyo Seji-
ma.
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architecture attempts to reduce its means of realization and construction to the bare minimum.23

Their practice is focused on the relational conditions of architecture as a way of optimize its functional 

performance, leading to a questioning not only of people’s habits but also of those concerning archi-

tecture. Because of this constant rethinking, their work has come to represent both a critique of social 

habits, and a test of the possibilities of a light architecture, through experimentation of new materials 

and methods of construction. SANAA’s fascination for transparency is evident in their buildings, yet that 

is not the main purpose. Transparency is a way to achieve the lightness that will allow users to recognise 

the low impact and footprint of the building, and to show the fragility of architecture, consequently.24 In 

fact, this studio’s work is very much related with the recalibration of the relationship between transpar-

ency, opacity and structure. This approach shares many qualities with traditional Japanese architecture, 

where the light structural members make hard to distinguish the structural capabilities of the various 

elements, such as doors and walls. 

In addition to lightness, the thinness of the building components, such as walls and partitions, has also 

come to replace our conventional associations of traditional building components, such as the use of 

some thick walls in benefit of security and separation. At the same time, the use of glass in many of 

the Seijima and Nishizawa’s buildings is not merely to provide transparency, but also to explore other 

interesting properties, such as its reflective qualities. 

23 Even so, “(…) SANAA are achieving their intentions without having to resort to ornamental masks. (It is well 

known, for example, that Mies in some instances covered up the actual construction detailes of a building to present 

its idealized image.)” in ibidem.

24 Cf. Ibidem, p. 247.

42 21st Century Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, Kanazawa (2004).
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Finally, and again, another important aspect in SANAA’s architecture is the relation of their architecture 

with nature, regardless of their resistance to organism as precedent. This issue starts to be recurrent 

in Japanese architects’ work in their own way. By bringing nature and landscape to the interior of their 

materially elemental buildings, the pair create shelters in the most basic, pure and innocent method. 

02.3.2.1 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa (2004)

The 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, in Kanazawa, is set within a city block, in a landscaped 

setting. The Museum is surrounded by a perimeter path, separated from a “parallel” interior path with a 

single glass wall that extends from the floor to the ceiling. A polished concrete floor in the interior of the 

building is a prolongation of the trimmed glass outside. The extension of the adjacent landscape is a 

frequent intent of the architects, because they compare the buildings with parks where diverse activities 

take place simultaneously. 

“Paths, trees and shrubs form soft separations between zones of accommodation. The user 

can roam freely between these different zones and see people enjoying their surroundings.”25

Inside, the architects vary the density of the programmatic spaces, and create ambiguous relations in 

much the same way as at The EPFL Learning Center. The arrangement of the different spaces within 

the museum is a reflection of its location, with spaces with different proportions penetrating the ceiling 

and roof, equivalent to individual buildings penetrating a layer of clouds. There is, however a significant 

difference between the Museum and the Learning Center, which is the arrangement of spaces within 

the glass walls. The Learning Center is free in its organization of spaces, on the other hand, the Mu-

seum is clearly designed on a rectilinear plan. This is probably related not only with the function of the 

buildings, but also with its geographical and cultural settings.

While being a very large building, the feeling inside it is bright, open, and free. It provides an unforget-

table aesthetic world, almost surrealistic, one which will point the direction towards the possibilities of 

continued creativity in the future.

02.3.3 Kengo Kuma (1954)

Kengo Kuma is another highly celebrated architect from Japan. His buildings have a sublime quality, 

seeming to triumph in a world freed of the constraints of matter and gravity. He received an M.Arch at 

the University of Tokyo in 1979 and conducted research with assistance of an Asian Cultural Council 

Fellowship from 1985-86 as a visiting professor at Columbia University in New York. He established his 

first office, Spatial Design Studio in 1987, and Kengo Kuma & Associates in 1990, both in Tokyo. He also 

taught as a professor of architecture at Keio University since 1998.

25 Idenburg, F 2010, Relations in The SANAA Studios 2006 – 2008, Lars Muller Publishers, Baden, p. 77.

43 EPFL Learning Center (2010).

44 Kengo Kuma.
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Fortunately Kuma was very interested in this dissertation and received me in his studio in Tokyo during 

my research period in Japan. After five minutes of wait, he joined me in his rooftop meeting room, in a 

Saturday morning. Very determined, assertive and with no time for small talk, we immediately started 

the interview. 

In his first answer, which serves as a good start to this section, he explains how he was introduced to 

architecture. 

“I wanted to be an architect since I was ten. I saw the Olympic Gymnasium designed by Kenzo 

Tangue in 1964, just before the Olympics have started, and I was so impressed by the strength 

of the building. By this time I got to know that the profession of architect existed and that one 

could achieve that kind of thing. I immediately decided to be an architect. After that experience 

nothing had changed any more. Since the age of ten until the age of sixty. Fifty years thinking 

about space for humans. The profession of an architect should think about that kind of ideal 

spaces for humans.”26

In fact in his “fifty years thinking about space for humans” his work has proven an extreme quality, 

questioning the conventional architectural assumptions, and innovating in what materiality concerns. 

Kengo Kuma’s architecture has been frequently described as an exercise of absence.27 In many of his 

buildings, Kuma applies materials that come directly from nature such as, bamboo, wood or stone. In 

that way he is able to experiment and understand the qualities of each material in order to create “liv-

ing spaces.” For many occasions, Kuma has shown that he is against the obsessive use of concrete, 

with no criteria, that fronts up so many buildings in Japan. Ando probably leads this group of architects 

whose favourite material is concrete, and at first he was not too pleased with such criticism, reacting to 

Kuma saying:

“I’m well aware of what Kuma says about me and all my concrete, (…) I got all hot under the 

collar when I first heard it, but after some thought I realized that he may have a point. Unlike us, 

Kuma lives in a totally new age.”28

At the root of all of Kuma’s architecture is the interaction between people and nature. His work spawns 

and generates incessant dialogues with people, eliciting their reactions. Once he also wrote to Sejima 

saying:

“Since childhood, (…) I have been the type of person drawn not to fixed dead architecture but to 

soft living plants and animals, and not just in a visual way but to discover how they are alive and 

how they react and respond to me.”29

26 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.

27 Galiano, L 2014, Plenityd del vacío, AV, Kengo Kuma, n. 167/168.

28 Japan Times, Kengo Kuma: A product of place, viewed 25 September 2015, <http://www.japantimes.co.jp/

life/2014/06/07/lifestyle/kengo-kuma-product-place/#.VgUGuflVhBc>.

29 Japan Times, Kengo Kuma: A product of place, viewed 25 September 2015, <http://www.japantimes.co.jp/

life/2014/06/07/lifestyle/kengo-kuma-product-place/#.VgUGuflVhBc>.
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Although the experiments on materials constitute an essential issue of his work, trying to create “living 

architecture” as we saw in his letter to Sejima, each and every one of his projects shows an intention to 

achieve a certain emptiness. The relation between form, light and the fundamental fragmentation of the 

different materials creates atmospheres of serenity and simplicity, which Juhani Pallasmaa considers 

“lyrical,”30 but that can also be considered “spiritual” because they take the aesthetic experience to a 

higher level of contemplation where the emotional feelings prevail. 

Kuma considers that another very important aspect of architecture is the smell. In fact, the smell con-

tributes to the architectural experience bringing, once more, a spiritual and comfortable feeling that is 

very hard to achieve.

“The smell is one of the most important factors of Architectural design. In the 20th century people 

believed that visual image is only one and is also the way to communicate with architectural 

space but sometimes is more than visual image (…). In Japanese design, the smell of the 

Tatami mat, shoji or wood is creating the space. I try to do the same thing. We choose wood 

sometimes because of the smell. We love the smell of Cedar, we love the smell of Japanese 

Cyprus. Is more than visual effect.”31

In Kuma’s body of work, the linkage with nature is expressed in the notion of austerity, but also in the 

tactile palette of materials extracted from the earth where they sit, and with which he creates distinctive 

and subtle atmospheres.

Kuma believes that Japanese architecture is highly relevant today, as the world is adopting many of its 

solutions. To finish, using his own words, he states: 

“Japanese architecture is a treasure-trove of boundary techniques, and is full of ideas for sur-

viving an age in which growth has ended. Diverse screens, such as Noren, and intermediate 

domains, such as verandas, corridors and eaves, are gaining attention once more as devices 

for connecting the environment to buildings. Today, when the focus is on global environmental 

issues, these architectural devices are of great interest as precedents for sustainable design. 

They enabled people in the past to dwell at high density in places with limited supplies of energy 

and resources while screening off sunlight, promoting ventilation, and controlling security. The 

entire world can be said to be undergoing Japanization.”32

02.3.3.1 Water Glass House, Atami (1995)

The Water/Glass House, built along the Atami coast in 1995, is a dépendance of the Hyuga Villa, an 

icon of the Modern movement from 1930, the only built project of Bruno Taut in Japan. Inspired by the 

30 Cf. Idem. 

31 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.

32 Kengo, K 2010, Kyokai: a Japanese Technique for Articulating Space, Tankosha, Tokyo.
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theories of the German architect, Kuma offers up architecture that is aiming to conceal itself. Though 

formally simple, it is at the same time replete with precious detail. During the interview, Kuma told me 

an interesting story about Taut’s influence in his life:

“My father bought an item, a small cigarette case, designed by Bruno Taut in 1935. He said it 

was a treasure for him and he always showed me that item. But at the beginning I didn’t think 

it was that beautiful. When I was a boy, my hero was Kenzo Tangue. Bruno Taut’s wooden box 

was “ok” but not spectacular, it was too simple. But when I studied Architecture in the university 

I began to think what Bruno Taut had achieved and what he wanted to achieve and it was more 

important: the modernism. And through that experience the box become more beautiful than 

before. I also found a small Villa in Atami (Hyuga Villa), designed by him, right next to where I 

also designed the Water/Glass House. I visited the villa by accident and I was really impressed 

by its great concept. The connection of the space, the connection with nature. It is not the sculp-

tural beauty of the building. The experience in the villa make people feel: “I am really connected 

with the nature”. Then I learned that concept from Bruno Taut.”

The Japanese architect transforms the water into a decisive building element in his house which, consti-

tutes an extension to the nearby Pacific Ocean, thus providing a particular experience that is principally 

one of contemplation. The top floor of the building, where we find the dining room, is surrounded by a 

glass wall, making it transparent, and a mirror of water 15 cm deep. The building therefore seems to be 

suspended between air and water, without “invading” the landscape and at the same time giving form to 

the transparency of the vertical closures. Considered in its whole, the design offers us a clear example 

of a balanced relationship between form and materials, between architectural character and poetry. All 
45 Water Glass House, Atami (1995).
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the materials used, from glass to steel, from concrete to marble, are clearly chosen for the ultimate aim, 

which is the appreciation of landscape viewed as an indispensable element in itself.

02.3.4 Sou Fujimoto (1971)

Having graduated from the University of Tokyo in 1994, and after setting his own studio in 2000, Sou 

Fujimoto (1954) became noted for his delicate light structures and permeable enclosures. In his early 

days as a student, he was interested in Le Corbusier.33 First the “Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles” (1952), 

while still young, then the “Chapelle Notre-Dame-du-Haut de Ronchamp” (1955). He was interested in 

the sculptural solidity of Ronchamp and the way it evoked a sense of an enigmatic presence of space, 

and was moved by the strange feeling of witnessing the origin of matter itself.34 

Coming from a gridded city in Hokkaido, Fujimoto moved to Tokyo only when he began his college 

education. Living in Japan’s capital city, where wooden houses and narrow alleys intermingled, he 

discovered a sense of “dwelling as a totality”35, and considered this variable state of non-separation 

between architecture and the city to be one of his ideals. In the interview made in his office, again on a 

Saturday, Fujimoto showed his interest in the diversity of cities, stating that it would be very exciting for 

future generations to live in a city with many “forest like spaces”:

“If we say we like to have diversity within cities then we can say the forest is a definitive answer 

for the future. I like to respect the layers of the history. For example in Japan we have the history 

of the Edo period or pre Edo period, then the modernization period and finally, after war, the 

economic expansion period and the latest period today. Those layers of the city create a kind of 

strange but nice mixture of different ages and different times. The forest could be one possibility 

to make a better environment. We would not demolish everything and place the forest of course. 

We try to bring forest like architecture but interactions and conversations between this kind of 

architecture and old style village like Tokyo or the bubble Tokyo are making the whole city envi-

ronment quite rich I think. So I like to respect the history but for me, if you can create forest like 

spaces in either large or small areas in the city, that would be very exciting.”36

Fujimoto’s works are always questioning the essential meaning of architecture. He asks himself often 

what is architecture and how is it related to nature? Toyo Ito says that for Fujimoto, “talking about archi-

tecture is synonymous with talking about the world.”37 In a text dedicated to Fujimoto’s work, Ito states 

that the new generation of Japanese architects, where Fujimoto is included, creates generally white 

and abstract spaces in order to achieve the same abstract spaces implied by Mie’s “less is more”:

33 Cf. Fujimoto, S 2008, Primitive Future, in Artificial Architecture, Natural Architecture: Dialogue Summary by 

Terunobu Fujimori, Tokyo, p. 136.

34 Cf. Idem.

35 Idem, p 137.

36 Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.

37 Ito, T 2009, Introduction, 2G, Sou Fujimoto, no. 50

46 Sou Fujimoto.
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“The works of Japan’s younger generation of architects are generally white and abstract, com-

prising as few elements as possible. They appear to be pursuing the world of abstract spaces 

implied by Mies’s “less is more”, and they hope to be evaluated in terms of their minimalist 

beauty. However, rather than the results of contemplative study, most of these works should 

be described as the results of the pursuit of technical skill. For Japanese people Sukiya style 

traditional wooden architecture is intended to attain a pure beauty through the scouring away of 

elements. So such refinement is comparatively easy for us to achieve. Moreover, our inheritance 

of the superior building techniques necessary for its implementation undoubtedly contains great 

power.”38

Toyo Ito responds positively to the architecture of Sou Fujimoto. The reason for this, according to Ter-

unobu Fujimori, is because Ito “recognizes similar underlying motives toward architecture.”39 Neverthe-

less their architecture is different. While Ito envelops his architecture in glass, an immaterial medium, 

to imply a continuous landscape, Fujimoto proposes the creation of architecture that does not require 

a “wrapping.”40 Fujimoto’s architecture blurs interiority and exteriority as we can witness in his House N 

(2008) or Musahino Art University (2010), where he attempts to envision this infinite outward expansion. 

Ito finishes his text saying that he believes that Sou Fujimoto will radically challenge the field of 21st 

century architecture

“He is investigating the way architecture should be in order to restore vivacious human sensibil-

ities. You could say that all his experiments are directed toward the recovery of mutual human 

relationships, and the restoration of primitive relationships between people and nature. In Fu-

jimoto’s architecture we cannot avoid sensing a kind of extremely theoretical space, that is to 

say, extremely sensorial space. Such spatial experiences are exceedingly rare. Sou Fujimoto’s 

projects are no longer limited to small houses but have expanded to the scale of public buildings. 

Whether this expansion indicates some kind of development is still unknown, but in any event I 

can clearly predict that his taking on the challenge of a radically theoretical architecture will cut 

a swathe through the field of 21st century architecture.”41

The world will have to wait a few more years in order to know whether if Fujimoto’s ideals and visions 

of the future will be successful. And if his wishes to renew architecture, either as a tree or a forest, as 

a nest or a cave, can shift the mind of developers of projects such as Taiwan Tower or the Beton Hala 

Waterfront Centre in Belgrade. What he has so far achieved with exquisite contributions to the current 

architecture debate should prepare the world for what he and his team are yet to think up for us and 

for everyone.

38 Idem.

39 Cf. Fujimoto, S 2008, op. cit., loc. cit.

40 Cf. Idem, p. 137.

41 Ito, T 2009, op. cit, loc. cit.
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02.3.4.1 House N, Oita (2008)

In Sou Fujimoto‘s House N in Oita, we find strong borders at start, set with hard white walls, and yet 

the boundaries are ambiguous, because they are nested and dissolve into each other, which allow the 

spaces to intertwine and to disappear and reappear elsewhere. This house is quite well linked to the 

urban context, obeying to its grid. In fact its architecture allows an extension of the public surface into 

the interior garden, creating an indistinctness between public and private. No architectural element to 

mark the entrance,

“I have always had doubts about streets and houses being separated by a single wall, and 

wondered that a gradation of rich domain accompanied by various senses of distance between 

streets and houses might be a possibility, such as: a place inside the house that is fairly near the 

street; a place that is a bit far from the street, and a place far off the street, in secure privacy.”42

Fujimoto continues:

“That is why life in this house resembles to living among the clouds. A distinct boundary is 

nowhere to be found, except for a gradual change in the domain. One might say that an ideal 

architecture is an outdoor space that feels like the indoors and an indoor space that feels like 

the outdoors.”43

In terms of the big architectural conception, these three nested shells eventually mean infinite nesting 

because the whole world is made up of infinite nesting. And here we find only three of them that are 

given barely visible shape. Fujimoto imagined that the city and the house are no different from one 

another in the essence, and that there is only a difference in scale. In fact, in the interview he refers just 

that. “(…) all the scales have no differences, one can have a continuous concept.”44

42 Archdaily, House N / Sou Fujimoto, viewed 25 September 2015, <http://www.archdaily.com/7484/

house-n-sou-fujimoto>.

43 Idem.

44 Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.

47 House N, Oita (2008).

48 House N, Oita (2008).
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03 Excellence in Japanese architectural design
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03.1 Introduction

In this ending phase of the dissertation, it is time to make conclusions and share personal interpreta-

tions. In fact, the title of this work is itself already an interpretation of the Japanese architecture. Sim-

plicity, Spirituality and Comfort in Japanese Architectural Design: From the Edo period until today. This 

title was chosen according to the experience of writing this work. After reading several books, articles, 

essays, dissertations, watching many videos, movies, documentaries, visiting many buildings, exhibi-

tions and talking to architects, professors, or even laymen, what best resembles Japanese architectural 

design, for us, are these three strong concepts. 

Sou Fujimoto agreed with these concepts adding that:

“Through the simplicity we can get the comfort being of course reinforced with the spiritual idea. 

So maybe those three keys are related to each other really tightly, however they are not en-

closed. In our lives we find, several times, a big diversity in the surroundings. And then through 

the simplicity or through the spiritual perspective or even through the comfort concept we can 

enjoy the existing richness of our life much better.”1

In this last chapter we will explain why we chose these concepts and why they are so important to un-

derstand Japanese architecture better.

1 Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.
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03.2 Simplicity

Simplicity became the Japanese identity mostly by opposition to the Chinese culture which shows more 

complex and ornamented matrix, except for the Song dynasty,1 which shows the adoption of “Simplicity” 

in many ways, and is an inspiration for Japanese design, ceramics, and arts. What is simplicity then 

and how does it relates to Japanese architectural design? In order to reflect upon it, we must recall a 

statement by Reynar Banham about the Western admiration of the Katsura Imperial Villa saying:

“There was profound admiration for the lightness, openness, and elegance of their construction, 

the relationship between indoor and outdoor spaces, the limpid simplicity of form, and the un-

affected use of materials.”2

This is an important idea. As a matter of fact, this idea is a very accurate description of Japanese 

architectural design as a whole. It was directed at the Katsura Imperial Villa yet, it adapts quite well to 

Japan’s architecture, both contemporary and traditional. Furthermore we should underline that this sim-

plicity is never the purpose. The title of this dissertation, which starts with Simplicity, follows a deliberate 

order.  Simplicity comes first because Japanese architects use it as a method to achieve the lightness, 

openness, and ultimately a comfortable environment. Consequently we decided to place Comfort in 

the end, considered as a goal, and spirituality in the middle, which is neither a method nor a goal, but a 

consequence as we will develop further on. Sou Fujimoto defends that simplicity is a method to reach 

“beautiful experiences.”3 When I asked him if the idea of simplicity in his work comes from the Japanese 

traditional architecture roots, he answered:

“I am not sure, maybe yes. Because I am Japanese and I am interested in Japanese traditional 

culture, and of course at the same time I am interested in Japanese contemporary culture. 

But as you can see in Japan we have a kind of a strange mixture of simplicity and complexity. 

Sometimes the city of Tokyo is really complex and there is no simplicity, but behind that we still 

keep the spirit of simplicity. The House N is a really simple completion but creates really rich 

diverse relations with the surroundings. Simplicity is not the goal, is not the purpose but through 

it we can create really rich experiences of the surroundings and we can create richer com-

munications between you and other people or between you and nature. And if it gets simpler 

we can appreciate nature much more for example. If the architecture is merely a platform or a 

background then your life and the nature around you becomes much closer together. This is the 

way I use simplicity. I try to create the beautiful experiences through architecture and through 

1 “The Song dynasty was an era of Chinese history that began in 960 and continued until 1279. It succeeded 

the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period, and was followed by the Yuan dynasty. It was the first government in 

world history to nationally issue banknotes or true paper money, and the first Chinese government to establish a 

permanent standing navy. This dynasty also saw the first known use of gunpowder, as well as the first discernment 

of true north using a compass.” in Wikipedia, Song dynasty, viewed 26 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Song_dynasty>.

2 Banham, R 1985, Contemporary Architecture of Japan, Ed. Suzuki, H, London.

3 Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.
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the simplicity.”4

From his answer we ask ourselves: In fact, Japanese cities are extremely complex, and yet we find an 

extreme simplicity in its architecture, why? Well, perhaps this simplicity is enhanced exactly because 

of the complexity. In a more homogenous city, the Japanese simplicity is not that evident, maybe. But 

more importantly, would we find that “simplicity of form,” in a less complex city? Fujimoto describes how 

complex is the city of Tokyo, but the spirit of simplicity is what creates really diverse relations with the 

surroundings, like in his House N. Japanese architecture contains several paradoxes, some of which we 

have spoken already. Besides simplicity/complexity, there is also light/shadow, silence/noise and smell/

odourless, for example. These paradoxes make the life inside spaces truly unique because, as Fujimoto 

says, “the architecture is merely a platform or a background,” and because of that, “the nature around 

you becomes much closer together.”5 If the architecture is the main focus or if a building “screams,” how 

can one enjoy the beauty of the light and shadow or how can one appreciate the smell of Japanese 

Cedar in the living room?

Nonetheless we must be aware that culture, and architecture, are also political and economic assets. 

It has come to our attention that Japanese people like to emphasize the simplicity side of their culture, 

close to the Shinto values. Even though the Japanese architecture has certainly many signs of this 

simple way of living, the Western visitor must be aware that generally, as we have seen before, Japa-

nese people do not say exactly what they think, and choose their words very carefully. Thus, they might 

accentuate that idea of simplicity that does not necessarily correspond to the reality. 

There are as many definitions of simplicity as there are architects. In this study we conclude that the 

Japanese simplicity is directly related with the end result. However, simplicity is not the purpose. When 

Sejima sits in front of a white sheet of paper, for instance, her objective is not to design a simple building. 

Her aim is to find the best architectural composition possible for a design that will enhance human life, 

and eventually create a special experience for its users. Through simplicity she will certainly get a better 

experience, making life inside the building more functional and enjoyable. SANAA’s buildings are com-

parable to Jonathan Ive’s6 products. The Apple’s prominent industrial designer also seeks simplicity in 

his products, in order to improve the interaction between human and device. What we get is a pleasing 

and clean design that hides an extremely complex engineering, much like what happens in SANAA’s 

architecture. Even if unconsciously, people will appreciate the extra hours that they have spent refining 

the design to meet their accuracy demands.

4 Idem.

5 Idem.

6 “Sir Jonathan Paul Ive, is an English designer and the Chief Design Officer of Apple Inc. He oversees the Apple 

Industrial Design Group and also provides leadership and direction for Human Interface software teams across the 

company. Ive is the designer of many of Apple’s products, including the MacBook Pro, iMac, MacBook Air, Mac mini, 

iPod, iPod Touch, iPhone, iPad, iPad Mini, Apple Watch and iOS.” Wikipedia, Jonathan Ive, viewed 26 September 

2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Ive>.
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So, in conclusion, we think that the Japanese Simplicity is a method, which hides or rejects any unes-

sential element, in order to achieve an ultimate lightness, openness, and comfortable environment that 

will enhance human life.



100



101

03.3 Spirituality

During this study, the spirituality of spaces has many times been an issue of examination. This second 

big concept, included in the title of this dissertation, is for sure another relevant characteristic of Japa-

nese architectural design. 

We had not devoted that much time to explain how we see religion and spirituality and how they are 

relevant for this dissertation. “Religion” is a Western concept translated into Japanese as shukyo.1 We 

do not exactly know to what extent does the Japanese pre-modern understanding of shukyo corre-

sponds to the Western pre-modern equivalent. We know, however, that for the Japanese, the Christian 

doctrines, faith, engagement, membership, and mono-affiliation do not correspond to the ideas and 

practices which could be characterized as “religious.” Therefore, if the term “religion” in Japan is vague, 

then the concept of “spirituality” is equally or even more uncertain. 

Before explaining the meaning of “Spirituality” we must be aware that the religion in Japan is seen in an 

entirely different way from the West. Kengo Kuma provided a thought about that during the interview:

“Religion in Japan is different from religion in the West. In Japan it represents a kind of respect to 

nature and respect to environment. In the West, religion is deeply related to a “personage” either 

Christ, Mohamed or Ala. In Japan the religion is the respect to nature, respect to natural system. 

I have that kind of respect. Such respect is very much related to the simplicity of life, therefore in 

Japan the religion is very different from Western religion.”2

“Spirituality” is used both in Western and Japanese contexts as a term used by practitioners who call 

themselves “spiritual” rather than “religious” since they do not follow any established religion. According 

to Borup’s article3, Spirituality, or reisei, was probably first used by the philosopher D. T. Suzuki (1870-

1966)4 to describe a universal, non-institutional, experience-based “true religiosity,” as opposed to its 

connotation of spirits, ghosts and the negative implications of the concept of institutionalized religion. 

Thus, we need to find our definition of Japanese “Spirituality” in order to move on in this study. Although 

it is very difficult to define this concept, given its subjectivity, Japanese “Spirituality” seems to be related 

to individual, inner purification and transformation, and to be self-induced, imposed, or mediated by 

charismatic persons by means of non-intellectual insight or non-empirical forces such as energy, power, 

or supernatural beings. With another words the Japanese “Spirituality” is a concept that must include a 

human-being, and a simple feeling of interior wellbeing.

1 Cf. Borup, J 2015, Easternization of the East Zen and Spirituality as Distinct Cultural Narratives in Japan, Journal 

of Global Budhism, vol. 16, p. 75.

2 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.

3 Borup, J 2015, Easternization of the East Zen and Spirituality as Distinct Cultural Narratives in Japan, Journal 

of Global Budhism, vol. 16.

4 “Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki was a Japanese author of books and essays on Buddhism, Zen and Shin that were 

instrumental in spreading interest in both Zen and Shin and Far Eastern philosophy in general to the West.” in Wiki-

pedia, D.T. Susuki, viewed 26 September 2015, < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D._T._Suzuki>.
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Why do we think that Japanese architecture comprises Spirituality in its set of characteristics? In Japan, 

even more than in the West, we can find a strong link between the man-made construction and natural 

environment. As humans, we inhabit Earth and we build structures because we need shelters to live in 

or work. Therefore, there is this triangle which contains humanity, structure and Earth. These elements 

are connected because, what we build express how we are, on the other hand, our physiognomy is 

related to the characteristics of the earth. Therefore architecture is an expression of our culture, an 

expression of our society, an expression of who we are, how we feel, and how we look at ourselves, but 

most importantly it is related to the world we live in. In many Japanese buildings, both traditional and 

contemporary, we find this Spirituality that we have just defined. The materials, the smell, the light, the 

temperature, they all, generally, contribute for an environment of this, so-called, “inner purification.” In 

Ando’s Chichu Art Museum for instance, the dim light, the pale tones, the cold touch of the concrete and 

the fresh breeze that invades the unclosed spaces, create a kind of self-enrichment ecosystem where 

the visitors will difficultly feel uncomfortable. 

In Fujimoto’s buildings, one can find spirituality as well. His, most often, “fun” approach to architecture 

gives its users a sense that life can be different from what they are used, that life can be better. The 

unconventional design of the Musashino Art University Library, provides never before seen spaces of 

deep concentration. Completely surrounded by shelves full of books, the students can hardly remember 

that they are in a public library. Everything was thought to the smallest detail, from the diversity of spac-

es, to the amount of light, in order to provide the best place possible for research, where one is able to 

forget everything around him and focus on what really matters. Again, the spirituality of the library allows 

a unique experience, making the students want to come back. When questioned about the idea of “fun” 

in his buildings, Fujimoto answered:

“Basically I think that the fundamental quality of life is based on that idea of fun life or how to 

enjoy physically and spiritually our life. Spaces are not just toys or a playground, it’s related to our 

life itself and based on our human body. That kind of fun space is giving you the inspirations that 

life can be something different. We can have different possibilities happening in our lives, then 

we could be more optimistic for example, or we could enjoy our life differently. So in that case I 

think it’s very good to bring something new that inspires yourself to behave in a more joyful way.”5

While the simplicity of buildings is a method to achieve an end, such as a better experience inside a 

building, the spirituality is a combination of method and end. In fact, the materials, the light, the smell, 

the type of spaces, all contribute to a spirituality inside the building but normally that is not the main goal 

of the architect. At the same time, the spirituality cannot also be considered method because it is hard 

to predict. Instead, it is a good consequent of the excellence in Japanese architectural design, where 

the right choice of materials and the correct amount of light are just two of the extensive number of 

elements that generate a great atmosphere. 

5 Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.
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03.4 Comfort

The last concept absorbed from the Japanese architectural design is the comfort. Comfort, in contrast 

to simplicity, is certainly a final goal. This concept concerns mostly the interior of the buildings, where 

Japanese architects devote a big amount of thought as well as its exterior. Again, we must find our 

definition of the word comfort, given its broad range of meanings and uses, in order to explain our inter-

pretation. Also, are we talking about physical comfort, aesthetical comfort? 

A Japanese citizen that lived in the 17th century was used to live without many of the physical comforts 

we take for granted today: heated spaces, sofas, furniture, hot showers, etc. Today, most developed 

cultures cannot live without them. Although the Japanese traditional architectural form is, without doubt, 

inspiring, we can confidently say that it does not satisfy contemporary standards of physical comfort. 

As noted before in Dr. Koji Fujii’s1 excerpt, the climate is an extremely important factor when talking 

about comfort. In Japan the violent weather conditions contributed to a lack of physical comfort in the 

Japanese traditional dwellings, considering the 21st century comfortability standards. Nonetheless, the 

attention to detail, choice of materials and woodworking were crucial for the whole history of Japanese 

architecture, resulting in the so captivating architecture we know today. 

Comfort is another concept which definition is very personal and depends on many things. Every archi-

tect tries to create comfortable spaces in its own way. We will cross some information and study some 

definitions of comfort in order to take better conclusions.

For Kuma, the comfort is achieved if the body becomes part of the environment. In addition, he thinks 

that the 20th century definition of comfort was unnatural:  

“If the body becomes part of the environment then one feels comfortable. In that sense, the 

comfortability from the 20th century, being an American definition, is very unnatural. The com-

fortability of the 20th century is mainly about the temperature of the space, the humidity of the 

space which makes it very artificial. I don’t like that kind of comfortability defined by American 

standards.”2

His approach is very wise. In his opinion, one feels good inside a space because he feels part of it, 

there is a connection between body and environment. In addition, Sou Fujimoto considers the diversity 

of spaces a strong influence on one’s comfort:

“The definition of comfortable space is quite ambiguous and complicated, is changing every day. 

Because sometimes open spaces are comfortable and sometimes enclosed protected spaces 

feel comfortable as well.  So for me one really simple statement is to have varieties of choices. 

You could freely choose open spaces or enclosed spaces, rather complicated spaces or sim-

ple spaces, so if you can create nice open variations that would be better. Sometimes small 

scale spaces are really comfortable if you are alone. For example in the same house you could 

1 See 01.5 - Fundamentals in Japanese architecture.

2 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.
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choose rather open spaces where you can be connected to other people and then, again, you 

can come back. Even in the public space you could choose really half isolated spaces where 

you can be comfortably alone. Yes for me the most important thing is to create diversity within 

the spaces.3

In fact, Kuma and Fujimoto’s definitions are quite compatible. On the other hand, Tadao Ando gives his 

thoughts about physical and spiritual comfort:

“He describes physical comfort as associated with light and spiritual comfort with darkness 

which he thinks enriches the soul. (…) In this poetic interpretation of light and shadow, his defi-

nition of architecture all of sudden breaks out of global perspective and confronts the problem 

of national identity. He argues for the quality of light and shadow made by human craftsmanship 

that he refers to as the “essence of Japanese architecture”.”4

We must explain that the Japanese idea of comfortability is very different from the Western. In Japanese 

traditional houses, most of us, Westerners, would feel a certain lack of physical comfortability given our 

bigger height, compared to the Japanese, and the fact that the major domestic activities, such as meals 

or tea ceremony, would take place above the tatami mat with crossed legs, which is quite painful for 

someone who is not used. However, the comfort definition in this dissertation concerns the aesthetical 

and spiritual comfort. Therefore, the conclusion we take after dedicating some thought in these archi-

tects’ opinion, and of course, after experiencing Japanese architecture ourselves, is that the comfort 

is a state of human wellbeing, security, health and harmony. Although this feeling is hard to achieve, 

because it depends on each person’s life and character, there is a portion that is achieved through the 

environment that surrounds us, thus the architect’s role is highly demanding. In our opinion the archi-

tects have the power to affect human wellbeing. Remember Kuma’s words: “If the body becomes part 

of the environment then one feels comfortable.”5 

In conclusion the most part of traditional buildings visited, being the ones in the Edo Tokyo Open Air 

Architectural Museum, in Hida Folk Village Takayama or in the different palaces spread in the whole 

Japan, presented an extreme aesthetical and spiritual comfort. This comfort was achieved through 

the simplicity and was enhanced with the amount of spirituality that one felt. Again, the comfortability 

is achieved through the materials, the smell, the light, and is one of the major goals of the Japanese 

architects. In more recent times, the technology allowed the country’s architecture to finally become 

physically comfortable as well. This happens also because the Japanese traditions are fading away as 

time is passing, and the Japanese society is gradually getting similar to Western countries. However 

the lesson to be learned with Japan, is precisely the successful interaction between the architectural 

elements, accomplishing the perfect relation between Simplicity, Spirituality and Comfort.

3 Idem.

4 Kim, J 2008, Constructing a “Miracle”, University of California, Berkeley

5 Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.
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This dissertation follows the same logic carried out during the research. We started with a deep study 

of the bibliography concerning the Japanese development starting in the Edo period. This knowledge 

provided a crossing with the progress of the Japanese traditional architecture. Then a study trip to Ja-

pan for one month, where we interviewed two architects and visited good examples of both traditional 

and contemporary buildings. The trip allowed us to feel the strong atmosphere of many Japanese build-

ings which helped us find the three concepts in the title of the dissertation. Moreover, experiencing the 

Japanese culture with our own eyes, was fundamental to develop this work. After the trip, in a period of 

settling ideas and introspection, we started the chapter one: Context of Japanese architecture, which 

describes the main events that influenced the history of the country, and therefore its architecture. From 

the isolation period to the Perry’s exhibition, finishing with the Westerners who were fundamental in the 

redefining of the Japanese architecture character. Then, introduced by a thought about the simple way 

of living in Japan, the chapter two: New generations of Japanese architects. This chapter combines the 

careers, the theories and work of four of the most important studios of today in Japan. Lastly our final 

conclusions with our three concepts: Simplicity, Spirituality and Comfort, where we give a more person-

al interpretation of the Japanese architectural design. The work developed in the present dissertation 

aimed to deepen our knowledge about the Japanese architectural design, which became one of the 

most advanced in its field. Returning to the objectives of this work, we intended to answer the following 

question: 

Why is the field of architectural design in Japan today one of the biggest references worldwide?

During the last decades Japanese architects have been highly acclaimed and rewarded with prizes.1 

We wanted to understand what made their architecture so interesting. Through the best proportion of 

Simplicity, Spirituality and Comfort the Japanese architecture caught world’s attention consisting in a 

very relevant reference for the architects of today. The Japanese excellence in architectural design is a 

reflection of their country and culture, still very close to Shinto values, where simplicity plays a big role. 

The harmony of the environment around them is achieved with only indispensable elements, whereas 

everything superfluous is left aside. 

After this dissertation, we have a possible answer to one of the most difficult questions you can ask to 

an architect - How can an architect design an environment where people will feel part of? An architect, 

most of all, needs a healthy approach to life. Understanding how to walk, stand, sit, and lie down. Ap-

preciating the sun, the shadow, the water against the body, the earth and all the other possible senses. 

In Japan the comfort and spirituality is found through simplicity. What is needed is the capacity to find 

1 Here we present a representative number of prizes or achievements that support our statement about Japanese 

architecture’s regnition in the world scene. Pritzker Laureates: Kenzo Tange (1987), Fumihiko Maki (1993), Tadao 

Ando (1995), SANAA (2010), Toyo Ito (2013), Shigeru Ban (2014). El Croquis Magazines issues: Tadao Ando (044, 

058), Toyo Ito (071, 123, 147), SANAA (077I, 099, 121, 122, 139, 155), Waro Kishi (077II), Sou Fujimoto (141). 

International Buildings: SANAA (Rolex Learning Center, Serpentine Gallery Pavilion 2009), Shigeru Ban (Centre 

Pompidou-Metz), Tadao Ando (Langen Foundation, UNESCO Meditation Space), Sou Fujimoto (Serpentine Gallery 

Pavilion 2013), Toyo Ito, (Serpentine Gallery Pavilion 2002).
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harmony in all the problems that come hand-in-hand with a new project. These problems must be ac-

cepted, and transformed into a new entity, in the shape of a building, that connects with nature, because 

we need to respect it. These problems, which should be faced as existing conditions, are what make the 

architecture so interesting. In every project, we must respect them and find a way for them to coexist in 

harmony. As creators we, architects and designers, must find inspiration in man’s numerous forms of 

expression. Therefore we will work, not on the basis of statistical averages and rules, but on the basis 

of our hands, our eyes, our feet, our stomach, on the basis of the way we move. This is the path to a 

diversified and human architecture. It is necessary to see the inspiration provided by the project itself, in 

order to be able to translate its conditions into an architectural entity that will prove cohesion. Simultane-

ously, an architect must be capable of exploring his imagination, be optimist and, above all, celebrate. 

These gifts combined lead to something called creativity. If there is no creativity, nothing to celebrate or 

to dream about, then it is no longer architecture, it is construction.



109

 Bibliography



110



111

 BooksBooks

Harvard referencing system: Author, initial(s) Year of publication, Title, edition, Publisher, Place of pub-

lication.

Ando, T 2012, Conversations with students, Pinceton Architectural Press, New York.

Ashbee, C 1911, Frank Lloyd Wright: Eine Studie zu seiner Wurdigung’ (Frank Lloyd Wright: a study 
and an appreciation), Verlegt bei Ernst Wasmuth A. G., Berlin.

Banham, R 1985, Contemporary Architecture of Japan, Ed. Suzuki, H, London.

Brownell, B 2011, Matter in the Floating World, Princeton Architectural Press, New York.

Calza, G 2007, Japan Style, Phaidon Press, London.

Chevroulet, I 2015, Japanese Architecture Keys of Understanding, HES Fribourg.

Chevroulet, I, La création d’une japonité moderne (1870-1940) ou le regard des architectes européens 
sur le Japon: J. Conder, R. Mallet-Stevens, B. Taut et C. P, Lausanne.

Chevroulet, I, The Architecture of Japan, Discovery, Assimilation and Creation: Josiah Conder Opens 
the Way, Lausanne.

Chevroulet, I, Zenno, Y 2007, Japan 1940–41 Imprint and resonance in Charlotte Perriand’s designs, 
Lausanne.

Co, F 1995, Tadao Ando Complete Works, Phaidon Press Limited, London.

Conder, J 1886, Domestic Architecture in Japan, London Transactions RIBA, London.

Conder, J 1886, Further Notes on Japanese Architecture, London Transactions RIBA, London.

Cooper, G 2009, Project Japan, The Images Publishing Group, Australia.

Crawford, A 1970, Ten letters from Frank Lloyd Wright to Charles Robert Ashbee, Architectural History: 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain, London.

Erdim, B 2007, From Germany to Japan and Turkey Modernity, Locality, and Bruno Taut’s trans-nation-
al details from 1933 to 1938, Virginia.

Frampton, K 2013, Kengo Kuma Complete Works, Thames & Hudson, London.

Fujimoto, S 2008, Primitive Future, Tokyo

Fumino, N 2011, Metabolism, The City of the Future: Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar 
and Present-Day Japan, Mori Art Museum, Tokyo.

Godwin, E 1878, Japanese Building, The British Architect and Northern Engineer, London.

Grady, S 2001, Authentic Japanese architecture after Bruno Taut: the problem of eclecticism, Sydney.

Graham, P 2014, Japanese Design, Tuttle Publishing, North Clarendon.

Hagiwara, S & Kuma, M 2007, Origins: The Creative Spark Behind Japan’s Best Product Designs, 
Kodansha International Ltd, Tokyo.

Idenburg, F 2010, Relations in The SANAA Studios 2006 – 2008, Lars Muller Publishers, Baden.

Isozaki, A & Ponciroli, V 2004, Katsura Imperial Villa, Electa: Architectire, Milan.

Isozaki, A & Yasuhiro, I 1987, Katsura Villa: Space and Form, Rizzoli, New York.

Junghanns, K 1975, Bruno Taut, Lotus 9.

Kengo, K 2010, Kyokai: a Japanese Technique for Articulating Space, Tankosha, Tokyo.

Kim, J 2008, Constructing a “Miracle”, University of California, Berkeley.



112

Kishida, H 1936, Japanese Architecture, Japan Travel Bureau, Tokyo.

Koolhaas, R & Obrist, H 2011, Project Japan: Metabolsim Talks, Taschen, Koln.

Lin, Z 2010, Kenzo Tange and the Metabolist Movement, Routledge.

Lin, Z 2010, Metabolism Restructuring the Modern City, University of North Carolina, Charlotte.

Merrill, M 2010, Louis Kahn: On the Thoughtful Making of Spaces, Lars Mueller Publishers, Baden. 

Moggridge, B, Brown, T, Hara, K & Gormley, A 2014, Naoto Fukasawa, Phaidon Press Limited, London.

Morley, J 1985, Pictures from the Water Trade: Adventures of a Westerner in Japan, André Deutsch, 
London.

Nerdinger, W & Taut, B 2001, Architektur zwischen Tradition und Avantgarde, Stuttgart/München.

Nute, K 1993, Frank Lloyd Wright and the woodblock print: the geometric abstraction of natural, man-
made and social forms, Andon: Journal of the Society for Japanese Arts and Crafts, London.

Nute, K 1994, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japanese Architecture: A study in Inspiration, Journal of Design 
History, London.

Nute, K 2000, Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan: The Role of Traditional Japanese Art and Architecture in 
the Work of Frank Lloyd Wright, Spon Press, London.

Ono, A 2003, Japonisme in Britain: Whistler, Menpes, Henry, Hornel and Nineteenth-Century Japan, 
London.

Pierconti, J 2012, Carlo Scarpa e il Giappone, 2nd edn, Mondadori Electa S.p.A, Milano.

Riani, P 1969, Kenzo Tange, Hamlyn, San Francisco.

Russell, S (no date provided), An Architecture Tradition - A Craftsman’s Tradition, University of South 
Florida

Sadler, A 2009, Japanese Architecture A Short History, Tuttle Publishing, Clarendon.

Schalk, M 2014, The Architecture of Metabolism. Inventing a Culture of Resilience, Stockholm.

Schulze, F, & Klanten, R 2013, Nendo 10/10, Gestalten, Berlin.

Speidel , M 2001, Japanese Traditional Architecture in the Face of Its Modernisation, Aachen Univer-
sity, Berlin.

Speidel, M & Taut, B 1995, Natur und Phantasie, Retrospektive, Berlin.

Stewart, D 2002, The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture: From the Founders to Shinohara 
and Isozaki, Kodansha International, New York.

Tanizaki, J 1933, In praise of shadows, Japan.

Taut, B 1936, Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai, Tokyo.

Taut, B 1938, Mimari Bilgisi [Lectures on Architecture], Trans. Adnan Kolatan, Güzel Sanatlar Akade-
misi, Istanbul.

Taut, B 1958, Houses and People of Japan, Sanseido, Tokyo.

Taut, B 2003, Ich liebe die japanische Kultur. Kleine Schriften über Japan, Berlin.

Taut, B 2011, Japans Kunst mit europäischen Augen gesehen, Berlin.

Távora, F 1960, Diário de Bordo, edn Facsimile 2012, vol.1, Associação Casa da Arquitetura, Guima-
rães.



113

 Websites

 Magazines

Magazines

Harvard referencing system: Author, initial(s) Year, ‘Article title’, Journal Title, vol. (volume number), no. 

(issue number if any), p./pp. (page number/range).

Borup, J 2015, Easternization of the East Zen and Spirituality as Distinct Cultural Narratives in Japan, 
Journal of Global Budhism.

Galiano, L 2014, Plenityd del vacío, AV, Kengo Kuma, no. 167/168.

SANAA (Sejima + Nishizawa) 2004-2008, El Croquis, no. 139.

SANAA (Sejima + Nishizawa) 2008-2011, El Croquis, no. 155.

Sou Fujimoto 2003-2010, El Croquis, no. 151.

Spencer, R 1990, The Work of Frank Lloyd Wright, Architecture Review, no. 6.

Sullivan, L 1896, The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered, Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine, March.

Tadao Ando 1983-2000, El Croquis, no. 44/58. 

Tostões, A 2014, High Density and the investigation in Collective Form, DOCOMOMO International 
Journal, 50 - 2014/01, Maiadouro, Lisboa.

Vidalis, V 2010, “Gesamtkunstwerk – ‘total work of art’”, Architectural Review, 30 June.

Websites

Harvard referencing system: Author (if available), Year (the date the site was last updated), Title of Arti-

cle on Webpage/Title of Webpage, Name of Organisation or Website, viewed Day Month Year, <URL>.

Architecture Courses 2014, History of Traditional Japanese Architecture, viewed 1 August 2015, <http://
www.architecturecourses.org/history-traditional-japanese-architecture#sthash.GCA9B11j.dpuf>.

Asia for educators 2009, Commodore Perry and Japan (1853-1854), viewed 9 August 2015, <http://afe.
easia.columbia.edu/special/japan_1750_perry.htm>.

Creative Japan, Architecture, viewed 28 August 2015, <http://www.uk.emb-japan.go.jp/en/creativeja-
pan/architecture>.

Fundação Centro Cultural de Belém 2014, Sou Fujimoto, Futurospective Architecture, viewed 2 June 
2015, <https://www.ccb.pt/Default/en/GaragemSul/Exhibitions/PastExhibitions?a=72>.

Japan Orbit 2015, Japanese architecture, viewed 11 August 2015, <http://www.japanorbit.com/japa-
nese-culture/japanese-architecture-japan.html>.

Japan Times, Kengo Kuma: A product of place, viewed 25 September 2015, <http://www.japantimes.
co.jp/life/2014/06/07/lifestyle/kengo-kuma-product-place/#.VgUGuflVhBc>.

Japanese tea ceremony, What is the Japanese tea ceremony?, Viewed 21 September 2015, <http://
japanese-tea-ceremony.net/>.

Kisho Kurokawa, Nagakin Capsule Tower, viewed 17 September 2015, <http://www.kisho.co.jp/
page/209.html>.

Niemeyer O, A vida é um sopro, Depoimentos – personalidades, viewed 19 August 2015, <http://www.
avidaeumsopro.com.br/pt/personalidades_depoimentos.php>.

Ordem dos Arquitetos Secção Regional Norte 2013, Prémio Fernando Távora, viewed 2 June 2015, 



114

<http://www.oasrn.org/premio_actual.php?inf=regulamento>.

Quora, Are some languages more complex than others?, viewed 21 September 2015, <https://www.
quora.com/Are-some-languages-more-complex-than-others>.

Spoon Tamago, Arata Endo: the architect who carried on Frank Lloyd Wright’s Legacy in Japan, viewed 
18 September 2015, <http://www.spoon-tamago.com/2014/10/02/arata-endo-the-architect-who-car-
ried-on-frank-lloyd-wrights-legacy-in-japan/>.

The Culture Concept, Frank Lloyd Wright, viewed 17 September 2015, <http://www.thecultureconcept.
com/circle/frank-lloyd-wright-greatest-american-architect-of-all-time>.

Wikipedia, 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, viewed 10 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mei-
ji_period>.

Wikipedia, Aarno Ruusuvuori, viewed 01 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aarno_Ruu-
suvuori>.

Wikipedia, Ashoka, viewed 1 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashoka#cite_ref-1>.

Wikipedia, Baroque, viewed 17 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baroque>.

Wikipedia, Bruno Taut, viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bruno_Taut>.

Wikipedia, Charlotte Perriand, viewed 1 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charlotte_Perri-
and>.

Wikipedia, Confucianism, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucianism>.

Wikipedia, Critical Regionalism, viewed 23 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_re-
gionalism>.

Wikipedia, D.T. Susuki, viewed 26 September 2015, < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/D._T._Suzuki>.

Wikipedia, Daimyo, viewed 27 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daimyo>. 

Wikipedia, Deutscher Werkbund, viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deutscher_
Werkbund>. 

Wikipedia, Foreign government advisors in Meiji Japan, viewed 12 October 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Foreign_government_advisors_in_Meiji_Japan>.

Wikipedia, Garden city movement, viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garden_city_
movement>.

Wikipedia, Hermann Muthesius, viewed 25 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hermann_
Muthesius>.

Wikipedia, Jonathan Ive, viewed 26 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Ive>.

Wikipedia, Kiyonori Kikutake, viewed 31 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiyonori_Kiku-
take>.

Wikipedia, Kunio Maekawa, viewed 31 August 2015, < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunio_Maekawa>.

Wikipedia, Lee O-young, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lee_O-young>.

Wikipedia, Meiji period: Economy, viewed 9 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meiji_period>.

Wikipedia, Metabolism, viewed 17 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metabolism_(archi-
tecture)>.

Wikipedia, Shinto, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinto>.

Wikipedia, Song dynasty, viewed 26 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Song_dynasty>.

Wikipedia, Tadao Ando, viewed 23 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tadao_Ando>.

Wikipedia, Taoism, viewed 21 September 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taoism>.



115

 Interviews

 Blogs

 Movies

Wikipedia, Tatami, viewed 14 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tatami>.

Wikipedia, Tea ceremony, viewed 11 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_tea_cere-
mony>.

Wikipedia, Team 10, viewed 31 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Team_10>.

Wikipedia, Thomas Waters, viewed 29 August 2015, <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Waters>. 

Wright in Japan 2008, Introduction, viewed 2 June 2015, <http://www.wrightinjapan.org/eng_wij/e_
wright/wraj_e.html>.

Zen Habits, 12 essential rules to live like a Zen monk, viewed 22 September 2015, <http://zenhabits.
net/12-essential-rules-to-live-more-like-a-zen-monk/>.

Blogs

Harvard referencing system: Author Surname (if available), Initial Year, Blog Post Title, Title of Blog, 

format, Day Month (of post), viewed day month year, <URL>.

Archdaily, House N / Sou Fujimoto, viewed 25 September 2015, <http://www.archdaily.com/7484/
house-n-sou-fujimoto>.

Ashleigh, D 2013, I tried to create something melting into the green – Sou Fujimoto, Dezeen, blog post, 
29 September, viewed 2 June 2015, <http://www.dezeen.com/2013/09/29/i-tried-to-create-something-
between-architecture-and-nature-sou-fujimoto-on-serpentine-gallery-pavilion-2013>.

Birmingham, L 2010, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Japan, Wall Street Journal, viewed 17 September 2015, 
<http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704026204575267433344670608>.

Movies

Harvard referencing system: Person, Title date of recording, format (eg DVD), publisher, place of re-

cording, additional information.

Beita E 2014, PhD - Design Principles of Traditional Japanese Architecture, Youtube, New York Institute 
of Technology, Manhattan, viewed 12 August 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VA1UfJzekfI>.

Frampton, K, Generations of Avant-Garde Architects, 1989, Michael Blackwood productions, <https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=64WxywW81GI>.

Kochuu: Japanese architecture influence and origin 2003, Wachtmeister J, DVD, Sweden.

Interviews

Harvard referencing system: Name Initials Year pers. comm., Day Month.

Chevroulet I 2015 pers. comm.

Kuma K 2015 pers. comm., 27 June, Tokyo.

Fujimoto S 2015 pers. comm., 25 July, Tokyo.

Zenno Y 2015 pers. comm.



116



117

 Attachments



119118

 Japanese architecture history timeline
Japanese architecture history timeline 

16
00

Clos
ed

 co
un

try
 ed

ict
 - 

16
35

Iem
its

u T
ok

ug
aw

a S
ho

gun
 - 

16
23

Iey
ats

u T
ok

ug
aw

a S
ho

gu -
 16

03

Por
tug

ue
se

 ex
clu

sio
n -

 16
39

Kats
ur

a I
mper

ial
 V

illa
 - 

16
45

Com
mod

or
e P

er
ry

’s 
Exp

ed
itio

n -
 18

53

1
st  W

or
ld W

ar
 - 

19
12

Gre
at 

Kan
to 

ea
rth

qua
ke

 - 
19

23

Gre
at 

Han
sh

in 
ea

rth
qua

ke
 - 

19
95

End
 of

 1
st  W

W
 - 

19
18

2
st  W

or
ld W

ar
 - 

19
39

End
 of

 2
st  W

W
 - 

19
45

18
80

 - 
Bru

no
 Ta

ut

19
33

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

19
40

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

19
42

 

19
27

 - 
Le

 C
or

bus
ier

’s 
stu

dio

19
37

 - 
Le

ft L
e C

or
bus

ier
 

19
36

 - 
(F

un
dam

en
tal

s o
f J

P. 
ar

ch
.)

19
58

 - 
(H

ou
se

s a
nd

 p
eo

ple 
of 

JP
)

    
    

    
ed

ite
d b

y H
ideo

 S
hin

od
a

 

 

19
38

 - 
Died

17
00

18
00

19
00

19
50

19
10

19
20

19
30

19
40

W
or

ld D
es

ign C
on

fer
en

ce
 - 

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
10

20
15

20
00

1603 - Edo Period 1639 - Isolation period 1868 - Meiji Period 1912 - Taisho P. 1926 - Showa Period 1989 - Heisei Period

19
03

 - 
Cha

rlo
tte

 P
er

ria
nd

18
52

 - 
Jo

sia
h 

Con
de

r

18
76

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

18
84

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 th
e U

K fo
r 2

y

18
81

 - 
Uen

o I
mper

ial
 M

us
eu

m

19
20

 - 
Died

19
13

 - 
Ken

zo
 Ta

ng
e

19
55

 - 
Hiro

sh
im

a P
. M

. M
. 

19
55

 - 
Yo

yo
gi N

ati
on

al 
Gym

.  

1970 - Nakagin Cap.Tower  

20
05

 - 
Died

19
34

 - 
Kish

o 
Kur

ok
aw

a 2007 - Died

20
04

 - 
Chic

u A
rt 

Mus
eu

m  

19
89

 - 
Chu

rc
h o

f L
ight 

 

19
95

 - 
Pritz

ke
r  

19
41

 - 
Ta

da
o 

And
o

19
95

 - 
SANAA  

20
10

 - 
Pritz

ke
r  

20
04

 - 
21

st M
us

eu
m  

19
56

 - 
Kaz

uy
o 

Seji
m

a

20
13

 - 
Ser

pen
tin

e G
. P

.  

20
08

 - 
Hou

se
 N

  

19
71

 - 
Sou

 F
uji

m
ot

o

1995 - Water Glass H.  

19
54

 - 
Ken

go
 K

um
a

16
51

 - 
Eng

er
be

rt 
Kae

m
pfe

r

16
90

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

17
27

 - 
Hist

or
y o

f J
ap

an

19
16

 - 
Died

17
96

 - 
Phil

ipp
 F

ra
nz

 vo
n 

Sieb
old

18
23

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

18
32

 - 
Nippon

18
66

 - 
Died

18
67

 - 
Fr

an
k L

loy
d W

rig
ht

19
05

 - 
Fir

st 
vis

it t
o J

ap
an

19
17

 - 
Mov

ed
 to

 Ja
pan

19
23

19
59

 - 
Died

19
99

 - 
Died



122

 Japan rail trip Japan rail trip 

All visited places in Japan from 23rd June to 26th July

Architect Project City Date

Arata Isozaki Nara Auditorium Kyoto 1999

Arata Isozaki Kyoto Concert Hall Kyoto 1995

Bruno Taut Atami Hyuga Villa Tokyo 1936

Dominique Perrault Fukoku Life Osaka Osaka 2010

Frank Lloyd Wright Jiyu Gakuen Girls School Tokyo 1921

Frank Lloyd Wright Yamamura House Kobe 1924

Fumihiko Maki Spiral Building Tokyo 1985

Herzog & de Meuron MIU MIU Tokyo 2015

Herzog & de Meuron Prada Aoyama Tokyo 2009

Hiroshi Hara Kyoto Station Kyoto 1997

Jun Aoki Espace Louis Vuitton Tokyo 2002

Jun Aoki Louis Vuitton Tokyo 2013

Kazuyo Sejima Dior Tokyo 2003

Kengo Kuma SunnyHills Tokyo Tokyo 2014

Kengo Kuma Water / Glass House Tokyo 1995

Kenzo Tange Shizuoka Press Building Tokyo 1967

Kenzo Tange Yoyogi National Stadium Tokyo 1964

Kenzo Tange Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum Hiroshima 1955

Kenzo Tangue Saint Mary’s Cathedral Tokyo 1964

Kenzo Tangue Tokyo Metropolitan Governance Builing Tokyo 1990

Kisho Kurokawa Museum of Contemporary Art Hiroshima 1989

Kiyonori Kikutake Edo-Tokyo Museum Tokyo 1993

Le Corbusier National Museum of Western Art Tokyo 1959

Rafael Viñoli Tokyo International Forum Tokyo 1996

Renzo Piano Maison Hermès Tokyo 2001

Ryue Nishizawa Teshima Art Museum Teshima 2010

SANAA HHStyle Tokyo 2000

SANAA 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art Kanazawa 2004

SANAA Naoshima Ferry Terminal Naoshima 2006

Shigeru Ban Swatch Tokyo 2008

Sou Fujimoto Musashino Art University Museum & Library Tokyo 2010

Sou Fujimoto NA House Tokyo 2011

Tadao Ando 21_21 Design Sight Tokyo 2007

Tadao Ando HHStyle Annex Tokyo 2005

Tadao Ando International Library of Children’s Literature Tokyo 2002

Tadao Ando Omotesando Hills Tokyo 2006

Tadao Ando Garden of Fine Arts Kyoto 2010

Tadao Ando Yamazaki Museum Kyoto 1995

Tadao Ando Times Building Kyoto 1984

Tadao Ando Church of the Light Osaka 1989

Tadao Ando Hotel Harmonie Embrassee Osaka 2010

Tadao Ando Kamigaka Ragugo Association Hall Osaka 2012

Tadao Ando Naoshima Contemporary Art Museum Naoshima 1992

Tadao Ando Benesse House Naoshima 1995



123

Tadao Ando Chichu Art Museum Naoshima 2004

Tokujin Yoshioka Glass Tea House Kyoto 2015

Toyo Ito Mikimoto Tokyo 2005

Toyo Ito Tod’s Tokyo 2004

Toyo Ito Kakamigahara Crematorium Nagoya 2006

Yoshio Taniguchi Gallery of Horyuji Treasures Tokyo 1999

Yoshio Taniguchi D.T. Suzuki Museum Kanazawa 2001

Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural Museum Tokyo 1993

Meiji Shrine Tokyo 1920

Ise Grand Shrine Ise 680 AD

Geku Ise Shrine Ise 697 AD

Kenroku-en Garden Seisonkaku Villa Kanazawa 1863

Hida Minzoku Mura Folk Village Takayama 1603

Katsura Imperial Villa Kyoto 1663

Fushimi Inari Shrine Kyoto 1589

Kiyomizu-dera Temple Kyoto 780 AD

Kinkaku-ji (Golden Pavilion) Kyoto 1398

Byodoin Temple Kyoto 998 AD

Tofukuji Temple Kyoto 1236

Kyoto Imperial Palace Kyoto 1869

Todai-ji Tempel Kyoto 728 AD

Isuien Garden Kyoto 1670

Osaka Castle Osaka 1583
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 Interview to Kengo Kuma Interview to Kengo Kuma 

27 June 2015, Tokyo

VM - What does architecture mean in your life and what is your major objective as an architect?

KK - I wanted to be an architect since I was ten. I saw the Olympic Gimnasium designed by Kenzo 

Tangue in 1964, just before the Olympics have started and I was so impressed by the strongness of the 

building. By this time I got to know that the profession of architect existed and that one could achieve 

that kind of things. I immediately decided to be an architect.  After that experience nothing had changed 

any more. Since the age of ten until the age of sixty. Fifty years thinking about space for human. The 

profession of an architect should think about that kind of ideal spaces for humans.

VM - I read that one of the people that influenced you to study Architecture was Bruno Taut because of 

his designs that your father collected. What are the major ideas and references you have got from him? 

Do you have any other master you like to refer to?

KK - My father bought an item, a small cigarette case, designed by Bruno Taut in 1935. He said it was 

a treasure for him and he always showed me that item.  But at the beginning I didn’t think it was that 

beautiful. When I was a boy, my hero was Kenzo Tangue. Bruno Taut’s wooden box was “ok” but not 

spectacular, it was too simple. But when I studied Architecture in the university I began to think what 

Bruno Taut had achieved and what he wanted to achieve and it was more important: the modernism. 

And through that experience the box become more beautiful than before. I also found a small Villa in 

Atami, designed by him, right next to where I also designed the Water/Glass House.  I visited the villa by 

accident and I was really impressed by its great concept. The connection of the space, the connection 

with nature. It is not the sculptural beauty of the building. The experience in the villa make people feel: “I 

am really connected with the nature”.  Then I learned that concept from Bruno Taut. 

VM - Would you agree that your Architecture is an attempt to capture the tradition of pre-modern Japan 

and translate it for the 21st century’s buildings? 

KK - Yes, I am getting many hints from traditional Japanese Architecture, not only from pre modern 

period but throughout the whole Japan’s existence. From the ancient times for example the Ise Shrine 

is beautiful. The primitive heart of Japan is really beautiful and in the 20th century I can also get many 

hints from the collective Japanese style in the 20th century like Tetsuro Yoshida or Togo Murano. These 

masters designed a beautiful combination of modernism style and Japanese traditional style. Those 

works were always the model of my creations.

VM - Your Architecture must be understood as a whole, but how do you deal with the interior space?

KK - Yes, for me as categories, exterior/interior, have no meaning anymore. I am designing the total 

experience. Interior, exterior, landscape and sometimes the product design. I try to integrate the total 

experience for humans.  

VM - What is for you the relation between Architecture and interior design, for example in Japanese 
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housing?

KK - In Japan, gardens and Architecture are one. They can’t be divided. Before the landscaper/garden-

er designed everything. The Architecture was a kind of pavilion in the garden. That system of creation 

has influenced me a lot. The garden is the protagonist of the space, and the Architecture is obeying the 

main character. 

VM - When I look at a traditional Japanese house I get immediately the feeling of comfort due to the 

warm colours, good use of materials and controlled light. What is the importance you give to comfort?

KK - If we can create the integration between human body and environment people feel it is comfort-

able. It comes from the relationship between body and environment. If the body becomes part of the 

environment then one feels comfortable.  In that sense, the comfortability from the 20th century, being 

an American definition, is very unnatural. The comfortability of the 20th century is mainly about the 

temperature of the space, the humidity of the space which makes it very artificial. I don’t like that kind of 

comfortability defined by American standard.  

VM - In one interview you said that you are very interested in the void, the interval “Ma”. Can you explain 

how do you use it in your projects!? 

KK - For life, the space between objects is the liveable space. If the liveable space is fitting our activity 

we feel it is liveable. “Ma” is that kind of interval. I think that the idea of “Ma” is not only for the Japanes 

culture. In every culture and in every life the interval between the solidity is important. 

VM - The smell of your childhood’s house was very important for you to understand the space with all 

your senses. Are you deeply concerned about creating atmospheric spaces that one will recall after 

dozens of years? 

KK - The smell is one of the most important factors of Architectural design. I the 20th century the peo-

ple believed that visual image is only one and the way to can communicate with architectural space 

but sometimes more than visual image, visual affects the smell.  In Japanese design, the smell of the 

Tatami mat, shoji or wood is creating the space. I try to do the same thing. We chose wood sometimes 

because of the smell. We love the smell of cidra(?), we love the smell of Japanese ciprus(?). Is more 

than visual effect.  

VM - You seem to name your works after the material they’re built in. Is there any other material you still 

wish to explore?

KK - Lately I have been very interested in using fabric because of its softness. We are working with a 

textile company for creating a new kind of curtains with carbon fibber structures. I am interested in those 

kinds of soft materials.

VM - In your opinion, what is the importance that religion has in pre-modern Japanese Architecture? Is 

spirituality present also in your architecture?

KK - Religion in Japan is different from religion in Europe. In Japan is a kind of respect to nature and 
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respect to environment.  In Europe religion is deeply related to a “personage” either Christ, Mohamed, 

Ala. In Japan the religion is the respect to nature, respect to natural system. I have that kind of respect. 

Such respect is very much related to the simplicity of life , therefore in Japan the religion is very different 

from western religion.
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 Interview to Sou Fujimoto Interview to Sou Fujimoto 

25 July 2015, Tokyo

VM - In an interview to Archdaily blog you said that architects should create something new, a new en-

vironment and a new value of comfortable life for people. What is the place that the comfort has in your 

Architecture? Is it connected to the place you design? To the materials you chose?

SF - The definition of comfortable space is quite ambiguous and complicated is changing every day. 

Because sometimes open spaces are comfortable and sometimes enclosed protected spaces feel 

comfortable.  So for me one really simple statement is to have varieties of choices. You could freely 

choose open spaces or enclosed spaces, rather complicated spaces or simple spaces, so if you can 

create nice open variations that would be better. We could say that the diversity of the spaces and diver-

sity of the scales. Sometimes small scale spaces are really comfortable if you are alone. For example 

in the same house you could choose rather open spaces where you can be connected to other people 

and then, again, you can come back.  Even in the public space you could choose really half isolated 

spaces where you can be comfortably alone. Yes for me the most important thing is to create diversity 

within the spaces.  

In the contemporary life, I myself feel the space softly surrounded by smaller pieces things. It is like as in 

a forest where you are surrounded by small branches, leaves… of course the bigger trees are creating 

the structure. So the diversity of the scales is creating a new territory. It is like a soft surrounding, a soft 

enclosure. So anytime you can just re-understand the meaning of that enclosure, it is not a defined 

enclosure, you can go out of there, or you can choose the next space. It is rather opened or it is rather 

closed. So the diversity of the spaces created by human scale things is, I think, a key in my work. 

VM - What is the relation between Architecture and interior design in your work? Are they connected?

SF - Well, actually the pure field of interior idesign is non-existing for me. The interior design is always 

related to architectural design or always related to the surroundings, and of course to the human body. 

So the interior design and the architectural design are always interacting and defining each other.   

VM - A very important process in your office is the investment in innovation. Your book and exhibition 

Primitive Future is a manifesto for the cities. I always had the idea of extra organized cities in the future. 

Why will a forest like city be better for the next generations?

SF - Yes, I think so but I am not sure. If we say we like to have diversity within cities then we can say the 

forest is a definitive answer for the future. I like to respect the layers of the history. For example in Japan 

we have the history of the Edo period or pre Edo period, then the modernization period and finally, after 

war, the economic expansion period and the latest period today. Those layers of the city create a kind 

of strange but nice mixture of different ages and different times.  The forest could be one possibility to 

make a better environment we would not demolish everything and place the forest of course. We try to 

bring forest like architecture but interactions and conversations between this kind of architecture and old 
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style village like Tokyo or the bubble Tokyo are making the whole city environment quite rich I think. So 

I like to respect the history but for me, if you can create forest like spaces in either large or small areas 

in the city, that would be very exciting.

VM - Your buildings are normally associated with the idea of “fun” for example the Tokyo apartment or 

the Next Generation Wooden Bungalows. Do you think that nowadays’ cities are boring?

SF - Basically I think that the fundamental quality of life is based on that idea of fun life or how to enjoy 

physically and spiritually our life.  Spaces are not just toys or a playground, it’s related to our life itself 

and based on our human body. That kind of fun space is giving you the inspirations that life can be 

something different. We can have different possibilities happening in our lives, then we could be more 

optimistic for example, or we could enjoy our life differently. So in that case I think it’s very good to bring 

something new that inspires yourself to behave in a more joyful way. 

VM - In your Primitive Future House you create a system of 35cm steps that result in a transparent 

artificial cave. In your opinion will we get to a point where furniture is totally intrinsic to Architecture?

SF - Not exactly I think. In the serpentine pavilion case we tried to make a beautiful integration between 

the furniture scale and the architecture scale and that worked. Although I don’t want to take all the 

furniture out of the architecture, I like to bring integrated furniture in the cave like spaces for example 

because sometimes you can choose to sit on the chair, sometimes you can choose to sit on the steps. 

This diversity is making our lives rich. So the stepping cave like space is like a platform and then on 

that platform you can behave somehow in a different way from a usual white box. I like to bring more 

furniture and daily objects. 

VM - So you wish to create diversity also inside the buildings?

SF - Exactly. Because for me the interior of the buildings and the exterior, all the scales have no differ-

ences, one can have a continuous concept.

VM - The human beings are used to live in planar spaces. Of course we circulate in the z axis also by 

elevators or stairs. But in your manifesto I get the idea that you think that the humans should use the 

whole space maybe using steps. Am I right? Do you think that the spaces we use could have an opti-

mized usage?

SF - Yes, of course yes. I am using the elevator to get to here. If you can have different choices it be-

comes richer, because sometimes we can use the elevators to save our energy or to get there quickly 

and sometimes we can use the staircases or more like open platforms stepping where you can walk 

more relaxed. So if we can have several different answers and if you can integrate them together in a 

nice way then I think it could be much richer. 

VM - Would you agree that you like to design not designed spaces? Very simple spaces such as House 

N where you have a concept of box + box + box. Does this idea of simplicity comes from Japanese 

roots, the traditional Architecture? 
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SF - I am not sure, maybe yes. Because I am Japanese and I am interested in Japanese traditional 

culture, and of course at the same time I am interested in Japanese contemporary culture. But as you 

can see in Japan we have kind of a strange mixture of simplicity and complexity. Sometimes the city 

of Tokyo is really complex and there is no simplicity, but behind that we still keep the spirit of simplicity.  

The House N is a really simple completion but create really rich diverse relations with the surroundings. 

Simplicity is not the goal, is not the purpose but through it we can create really rich experiences of the 

surroundings and we can create richer communications between you and other people or between you 

and nature. And if it gets simpler we can appreciate nature much more for example.  If the architecture 

is merely a platform or a background then your life and the nature around you become much closer 

together.  This is the way I use simplicity. I try to create the beautiful experiences through architecture 

and through the simplicity.  

VM - And also, this transition inside to outside can as well be seen in traditional Architecture. However 

In contemporary Architecture we don’t see such versatility in buildings. Before it was possible to change 

the walls in the houses for the summer and winter. The house was a living system. Why are we chang-

ing this idea?

SF - In Japan after the war, we got to know the modern life much better, the use of air conditioning and 

so on. People thought that it was very comfortable. However to use it one would have to close the entire 

space with walls to divide the outside from the inside. That is what happened in the 20th century and 

until today people are gradually understanding this changings because just to make air conditioned 

space one shuts out the nature. Of course it is a comfortable space, but there is only one choice. If you 

could open the window and then you have that kind of in-between spaces sometimes is a good choice. 

It is too hot we won’t do that, but if it gets pleasant in the evening then we could enjoy that kind of in-be-

tween space life. So then gradually if we can get more choices and more variations of the spaces in our 

house then we are getting richer experiences. People are starting to notice about that I think . Of course 

we have our ancestors that used those kinds of spaces very much so we try to re-understand what kind 

of quality they had and try to translate into the comfortable life.

VM - In my study I have found three main ideas that help me to define Japanese architectural design 

which are: spirituality, comfort and simplicity. Do you agree with these definitions?

SF - Yes that is very true. As I said, simplicity is not the goal. Through the simplicity we can get the 

comfort and of course is reinforced by the spiritual idea. So maybe those three keys are related to each 

other really tightly however they are not enclosed. Any time in our lives we find a big diversity in the 

surroundings. And then through the simplicity or through the spiritual perspective or even through the 

comfort concept we can enjoy the existing richness of our life.  
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 Closed Country Edict 1635Closed Country Edict 1635

Source: Japan: A Documentary History, trans. and ed. David John Lu (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 

1997).

1. Japanese ships are strictly forbidden to leave for foreign countries. 

2. No Japanese is permitted to go abroad. If there is anyone who attempts to do so secretly, he must 

be executed. The ship so involved must be impounded and its owner arrested, and the matter must 

be reported to the higher authority. 

3. If any Japanese returns from overseas after residing there, he must be put to death.

4. If there is any place where the teachings of padres is practiced, the two of you must order a thor-

ough investigation. 

5. Any informer revealing the whereabouts of the followers of padres must be rewarded accordingly. 

If anyone reveals the whereabouts of a high ranking padre, he must be given one hundred pieces 

of silver. For those of lower ranks, depending on the deed, the reward must be set accordingly. 

6. If a foreign ship has an objection [to the measures adopted] and it becomes necessary to report 

the matter to Edo, you may ask the Omura domain to provide ships to guard the foreign ship. . . . 

7. If there are any Southern Barbarians who propagate the teachings of padres, or otherwise commit 

crimes, they may be incarcerated in the prison. . . . 

8. All incoming ships must be carefully searched for the followers of padres. 

9. No single trading city shall be permitted to purchase all the merchandise brought by foreign ships. 

10. Samurai are not permitted to purchase any goods originating from foreign ships directly from Chi-

nese merchants in Nagasaki. 

11. After a list of merchandise brought by foreign ships is sent to Edo, as before you may order that 

commercial dealings may take place without waiting for a reply from Edo. 

12. After settling the price, all white yarns brought by foreign ships shall be allocated to the five trading 

cities and other quarters as stipulated. 

13. After settling the price of white yarns, other merchandise [brought by foreign ships] may be traded 

freely between the [licensed] dealers. However, in view of the fact that Chinese ships are small 

and cannot bring large consignments, you may issue orders of sale at your discretion. Additionally, 

payment for goods purchased must be made within twenty days after the price is set. 

14. The date of departure homeward of foreign ships shall not be later than the twentieth day of the 

ninth month. Any ships arriving in Japan later than usual shall depart within fifty days of their arrival. 

As to the departure of Chinese ships, you may use your discretion to order their departure after the 

departure of the Portuguese galeota. 
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15. The goods brought by foreign ships which remained unsold may not be deposited or accepted for 

deposit. 

16. The arrival in Nagasaki of representatives of the five trading cities shall not be later than the fifth 

day of the seventh month. Anyone arriving later than that date shall lose the quota assigned to his 

city. 

17. Ships arriving in Hirado must sell their raw silk at the price set in Nagasaki, and are not permitted 

to engage in business transactions until after the price is established in Nagasaki. 

You are hereby required to act in accordance with the provisions set above. It is so ordered. 

Exlusion of the Portuguese 1639

1. The matter relating to the proscription of Christianity is known [to the Portuguese]. However, here-

tofore they have secretly transported those who are going to propagate that religion. 

2. If those who believe in that religion band together in an attempt to do evil things, they must be 

subjected to punishment. 

3. While those who believe in the preaching of padres are in hiding, there are incidents in which that 

country [Portugal] has sent gifts to them for their sustenance. 

In view of the above, hereafter entry by the Portuguese galeota is forbidden. If they insist on coming 

[to Japan], the ships must be destroyed and anyone aboard those ships must be beheaded. We have 

received the above order and are thus transmitting it to you accordingly. 

The above concerns our disposition with regard to the galeota. 

Memorandum

With regard to those who believe in Christianity, you are aware that there is a proscription, and thus 

knowing, you are not permitted to let padres and those who believe in their preaching to come aboard 

your ships. If there is any violation, all of you who are aboard will be considered culpable. If there is any-

one who hides the fact that he is a Christian and boards your ship, you may report it to us. A substantial 

reward will be given to you for this information. 

This memorandum is to be given to those who come on Chinese ships. [A similar note to the Dutch 

ships.]
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