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Introduction


THIS BOOK TRACES ALMOST 100 YEARS OF architectural production, outlining and exemplifying ongoing issues and concerns influencing architecture in Japan. Setting a context for subsequent considerations, the introduction examines the key categories composing the title and articulates the aims of the book. The following identifies aspects of ‘Japanese’ and ‘modern’ that combine in the construction and curation of Japanese modern architecture.


What Constitutes Japanese Architecture?


Is Japanese architecture something from the built environment of Japan? Is it a building designed by someone born in Japan or to Japanese parents regardless of location? Is it composed of projects that represent national identities or ideals? Does it represent particular techniques or sensibilities? While Japanese architecture may include all of these, and more, with increasing globalization and transnational exchanges simple national, ethnic and geographical categorizations have become increasingly complicated.


Although the contemporary contours of Japanese architecture may be less clear, the origin of architecture in Japan can be clearly identified. Architecture began in Japan in the Meiji period (1868–1912) as a foreign practice intimately connected to modernization. The profession of architecture, which institutionalized a division between architect and builder/craftsmen, was established in 1876 when Josiah Conder, who was a government-sponsored oyatoi (honourable alien employee) from London, founded the Architecture Department within the Engineering School at Tokyo Imperial University. Conder had a large influence on shaping architecture in Japan. His multifaceted appointment involved imparting theories and skills to Japanese students to enable them to produce Western-style buildings and producing commemorative buildings for the government, concretizing the ideals of Meiji modernization in built form.


From the outset of institutionalizing architecture in Japan, information exchange and international study tours were important components providing firsthand access and platforms for incorporating global developments. Upon graduation in 1879, the first class of Western-trained Japanese architects received travelling scholarships from the government to go to Europe and advance their studies. For example, Kingo Tatsuno, who was the top student, went to study with Conder’s mentor Roger Smith at London University and worked for William Burges. Tatsuno returned to Japan in 1883. In 1888 he embarked on a study tour of bank buildings in Brussels, New York, Chicago, London and Paris in preparation for the Bank of Japan in Nihonbashi (1896), as well as subsequent bank branches in Osaka, Kyoto, Nagoya, Kanazawa, Hakodate and Hiroshima. Dallas Finn, an expert on Meiji architecture, upheld Tatsuno’s resulting Bank of Japan as the first important Western building designed by a Japanese architect.1 Similarly, Tatsuno’s classmate Tokuma Katayama went to Europe for seven months in 1886 to study palace architecture and returned to Japan to help design the Imperial Palace (1888). Katayama subsequently designed Western-style Imperial Household Museums in Nara (1894) and Kyoto (1895) as well as the Akasaka Detached Palace (1909) for Crown Prince Yoshihito (the Taisho Emperor).


A hundred years later, by the 1980s, international engagements with Western architectural developments had transformed into transnational dialogues and exchanges, leading Reyner Banham to note the Japanization of world architecture. Banham confirmed Japan’s global status as a fruitful source of alternatives propelling modern and postmodern architectural developments.2 Contemporaneous with Banham’s claims and the 1980s peak of economic prosperity, there was a flood of international architects working in Japan and Japanese architects undertaking commissions across the world. All of the resulting projects can be considered Japanese architecture and fed the Japanization of architecture around the globe.


Narrowing the large volume of potential content, this book selectively brackets Japanese architecture, examining projects located within the Japanese archipelago designed by native Japanese architects. The volume edits out important works in Japan by Conder, Ende and Bockmann, Frank Lloyd Wright, Antonin Raymond, Klein Dytham, Herzog & DeMeuron, OMA and FOA, as well as valuable projects by Fumihiko Maki, Arata Isozaki, Kisho Kurokawa, Yoshio Taniguchi, Toyo Ito, SANAA, Shigeru Ban and Sou Fujimoto in other countries. The book focuses on constructions in the Japanese context, while recognizing that Japanese architecture is not a singular construct. Like Japanese culture, religion and cuisine, its architecture is a fluid hybrid of domestic and international influences and regional variations.


While there is an ‘official’ standard Japanese language distinguished from regional dialects, in the increasingly pluralist contemporary context there is no ‘official’ language of Japanese architecture. Arguably, Japanese architecture has always been polyglot and polysemous even though after WWII architectural media highlighted particular practices, propelling them to global prominence.3 More recently a broader cross-section of Japanese architectural developments has gained global attention accompanying the rapid spread of information in the digital age. The diversity of developments and directions makes it difficult to arrive at definitive definitions of Japanese architecture. Thus, rather than define, this volume begins with some of the common tropes used to describe Japanese architecture and traces the development of particular themes and concerns across a cross-section of key projects produced since 1920, which was a pivotal year marking Conder’s death and the birth of the first modern architectural movement in Japan.


What is Modern in the Japanese Context?


Countless volumes have grappled with issues of modernity. Arguably, Japan became modern in conjunction with the internationalization, Westernization, industrialization and modernization that accompanied the Meiji-period opening of the previously isolated country. Like other places, modernization in Japan was shaped by new technologies, societal transformations, new building types (railway stations, department stores, office buildings, banks, etc.), expanding construction methods (from timber and stone to brick, steel and reinforced concrete) and information exchange. Modernization was accompanied by new approaches, aesthetics, styles and trends. Modern architecture in Japan began with new buildings (such as factories and railway stations) in new materials (such as brick and iron) in new styles (predominantly European revival styles or wayo setchu – fusion – style). Architecture was acknowledged as an important component of modernization. As Jonathan Reynolds described:


When the Meiji government came to power in 1868 it was deeply committed to transforming Japan into a modern nation. Architecture played an important role in that effort. The government needed modern office buildings to house a burgeoning bureaucracy and looked to the West for practical solutions. The Meiji leaders also embraced Western architectural styles, not to deny their Japanese cultural identity, but rather to assert that that identity now needed to be firmly rooted in modernity. Western styles projected a contemporary yet dignified image, and were a tangible expression of these aspirations. 4


Within the Meiji period, Western architecture, regardless of style or pedigree, was considered modern in Japan. An identifiable modern-style architecture eventually emerged in 1920 with the Bunri-ha Kenchiku Kai (Secessionist Architecture Group) forging Japan’s first modern architecture movement. The subsequent creation of a Japanese modern architecture resonated with canonical modern architectural developments (from Art Nouveau to the Bauhaus to De Stjil and Le Corbusier) and resulted from ongoing negotiations of native practices and predilections with international ideas and techniques, all coordinated and calibrated for particular local contexts. The legacies of architecture as symbol and catalyst of modernization as well as the media and processes of constructing modern architecture all persist as undercurrents in the predominantly postmodern pluralist context now pervading post-industrial societies such as Japan.


Curating Japanese Architectural Developments


Like organizing materials to form an exhibition, the narratives used to explain architectural developments are a form of curation – editing, framing, sorting and connecting sets of people and projects. Following art historical practices and precedents, histories of architecture have been reduced to narratives of stylistic evolution and periodization. The 1932 MOMA International Style exhibition and catalogue, which helped canonize modern architecture, epitomized such approaches.5 Codifying modern architecture, Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson documented the rejection of nineteenth-century revival styles, advocating and explicating new directions that eschewed applied ornament, followed scientific rationalism, focused on functionalism, sought aesthetics based on building elements, and advanced concerns with space, light and form.6 Post-WWII there was a reappraisal of international-style modernism and the ideals of CIAM (International Congress of Modern Architecture). There was also an increasing influence of structuralism on architectural thinking. A host of subsequent critiques (including revival of symbolism and historicism, contextualism and regionalism, to name a few) generated postmodern approaches to the built environment. The pluralist proliferation of postmodern architectural developments was also influenced by post-structuralist theories. Acknowledging the diversity of architectural developments thwarts simple characterizations or classification, leading to a contemporary context of concurrent strands of modernism, neomodernism, supermodernism, newer modernism and persistent postmodernism, among others.


Japanese developments ran in parallel and in dialogue with international experiences with the evolution of modern and postmodern architecture. Yet, like the parallel calendar system in Japan that employs the Gregorian calendar and dating systems by reigning emperor (for example, 1920 = Taisho 9, 1964 = Showa 39, 1995 = Heisei 7, 2011 = Heisei 23), periodization of Japanese architecture is not typically organized as revivalism, modernism, postmodernism and contemporary pluralism. Japanese architecture is more commonly divided into Meiji modernization (c. 1868–1912), pre-war modernism (c. 1920–40), post-war recovery (c. 1945–64), Metabolism (c. 1960–73), Post-Metabolism (c. 1977–85), Bubble period (c. 1985–95), post-Bubble (c. 1995–2011) and evolving contemporary conditions after the Tohoku earthquake (c. 2011–). Development of Japanese architecture across these periods has also been punctuated by catastrophic events regularly reconfiguring the built environment and forcing architects to re-evaluate their roles. Such catastrophes included: the 1923 Great Kanto earthquake, the 1945 bombings of Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Tokyo, the 1973 oil shocks, the 1995 Kobe earthquake, the mid-1990s bursting of the economic bubble, and the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami. Rather than imperial reigns, aesthetic style categories, guiding philosophical principles or industrial stages, Japanese architecture is generally organized and sorted in relation to societal developments (political, economic, social, disasters and so on).


Meiji architecture was characterized by the incorporation of European historicist styles and modern materials (brick, iron, steel, etc.). Pre-WWII modernism, which emerged in the Taisho period (1912–26), was characterized by translations of European modernist architectural approaches into the Japanese context. Pre-war Japanese modernism was inspired by a combination of international architectural publications, study tours and work experience undertaken with modernist masters such as Frank Lloyd Wright, Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier. The post-war recovery period was propelled by CIAM-inspired modernist planning ideals shaping reconstruction of cities and new housing provisions. Post-war Japanese architecture became known for Corbusian-inspired use of reinforced concrete and the proliferation of government and cultural facilities. From the Metabolists’ debut at the 1960 World Design Conference through the 1964 Tokyo Olympics and 1970 Osaka Expo up to the 1970s oil shocks, Japanese architecture was dominated by Metabolist approaches, which paralleled Team X revision of CIAM doctrines and Archigram imagination of alternatives. Seeking new structural logics for architecture, the Metabolists shifted from modernist machine metaphors to biological metaphors in order to better understand and enact growth and change. Between the post-war economic boom curtailed by the 1970s oil shocks and the bubble economic boom fuelled by real-estate speculation in the mid-1980s there was an introspective period of limited work during which architects evolved personal approaches primarily through small houses, competitions and exhibitions. The period was branded ‘Post-Metabolist’ by the October 1977 issue of Japan Architect magazine, which has been the leading English-language journal on Japanese architecture. The post-Metabolist issue identified a diverse array of emerging architects and signalled the explosion of pluralist approaches accompanying the decline of dominant modernist and Metabolist styles and ideologies. Post-Metabolism paralleled the rise of postmodernism in architecture around the globe. Many of the architects labelled ‘post-Metabolists’ became key figures in the subsequent Bubble period, which has been associated with the exuberance and excess of an overheated economy driven by land speculation and leveraged property valuation spurred by banking deregulation in 1985. Bubble architecture was characterized by experimentation, innovation, large-scale exhibitionism and spectacle. Radical shifts in architecture when the economic bubble burst were regularly noted as the leading cause of post-Bubble reassessment and reorientation to small projects, receptiveness to context and constraints, increased concern with material/substance over image, preference for minimalism, return to primitivism, as well as an expanded engagement with and responsiveness to building users. Post-Bubble developments continued the experimental trajectories established in the previous period, but with shifted focus, leading Thomas Daniell to propose ‘the future of Japanese architecture no doubt lies in an amalgam of the subtle cunning of the post-bubble architects (but with less banality) and the wild inventiveness of the bubble architects (but with less irresponsibility)’.7 Although it is too soon to define as a discrete period, the current condition of Japanese architecture (c. 2015) is undergoing further transformations after the Tohoku disasters that have incited both massive reconstruction efforts and reflection on the societal roles of architects and architecture.


Spanning these diverse periods, this book uses select themes to curate the development of Japanese architecture since the 1920 conscious construction of a Japanese modern architecture in the pre-WWII period. Themes provide a framework for examining key projects from each period. Cumulatively, the collection of diverse projects illuminates the continuity and transformations of guiding themes from the foundation of modern architecture to contemporary permutations of modern and postmodern architecture in Japan.


Tropes of Japanese Architecture


In the curation of Japanese architecture, both in Japan and abroad, a number of tropes or recurring themes emerge in portrayals. Common themes include: combinations of tradition and modernity, tensions between internationalization and regionalism, relations between buildings and nature, opposing tendencies of ostentation and refinement, and connections to native spatial and aesthetic concepts, from ma (time/space interval) and oku (nested inner spaces) to sukiya (austere naturalism associated with teahouse aesthetics) and wabi-sabi (deliberate impoverishment acknowledging imperfection and impermanence).


In addition, descriptions of Japanese architecture have been frequently framed in terms of black and white dichotomies – Nikko Mausoleum excess versus Ise Shrine simplicity (Bruno Taut); Jomon versus Yayoi cultures (Kenzo Tange); Red versus White Schools (Terunobu Fujimori); shoin versus sukiya styles; and so on – despite broad acknowledgement of hybrid conditions composing a rich spectrum of greys.8 Faced with the challenge of curating a hundred years of architectural developments this book parses out a few key issues and themes and uses them as lenses to examine some exemplary projects. Navigating through the grey zone, the book explores how key themes manifest and change across different architects, projects and contexts. By examining several themes in parallel the book paints a picture of the vibrant diversity of Japanese architectural production while identifying themes that connect issues and projects across the evolution of modern architecture in Japan. Rather than reinforce and reify common tropes, the book aims to expand understanding of Japanese architecture through a nuanced examination of evolving dialogues, ideas and approaches.




Defining Characteristics of Japanese Architecture




Across a diverse range of authors, writing in English, particular characterizations have regularly recurred, forming defining and distinguishing features of Japanese architecture. Diagram 0.1 summarizes repeating portrayals across a survey of key publications.


Defining characteristics have been parsed into five representative categories: 1) ‘Aesthetics’ includes design strategies and approaches relating to style and visual appearance; 2) ‘Architectural Elements’ highlights building details and components contributing to forms and styles; 3) ‘Relational Strategies’ coordinates the expression or connections to abstract concepts; 4) ‘Organizational Strategies’ involves design systems and strategies that define and determine geometric organization; 5) ‘Spatial Strategies’ collects design strategies and approaches that configure space. The matrix elucidates consensus and variation in defining key characteristics of Japanese architecture.


(Diagram produced in conjunction with Mei Ling Cheah)
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Diagram 0.1 Defining characteristics of Japanese architecture.


This volume is organized in five chapters, each curating architectural developments across thematic arcs spanning the period from 1920 to 2015. Each chapter traces evolving approaches to a theme through a variety of prominent projects, which are representative of historical moments. Each theme resonates with a key trope that has emerged as a recurrent way of discussing Japanese architecture. The theme provides a narrow lens for examining projects selectively focusing on particular aspects. Collectively, the sets of projects in each chapter illuminate how key themes manifested and transformed since the advent of pre-WWII modernism.


The first chapter frames development of Japanese architecture in dialogue with international developments. The chapter reconsiders the adoption and adaptation of international approaches that have shaped Japanese architecture since the Meiji foundation of architecture as the application of Western styles and modern techniques. Although Japanese architecture was renowned for synthesizing modern and traditional aspects and for producing a clear regional modernism that skilfully combined global developments and local conditions, the chapter isolates the incorporation of influences from international architecture. Similarly, the second chapter examines the ways architects have drawn influence from native Japanese techniques, practices and preferences. This chapter examines a fluctuating fixation with rooting architectural developments in Japanese foundations. The third chapter explores evolving approaches to the construction of architecture and nature in coordinated dialogues, expanding understanding of stereotypical relationships associated with Japanese architecture. Building on common characterizations of Japanese use of natural materials and refined craft, the fourth chapter engages with issues of materiality. It surveys an expanded field of material and architectural expression, beyond the timber construction typically associated with traditional Japanese architecture, and reflects on use of rough and raw materials in contrast to the refined steel, glass and concrete often associated with modern Japanese architecture. The fifth chapter traces preferences for abstraction and distillation. It considers the progressive reduction of architecture from modern abstraction to contemporary minimalism, influenced by diverse sources from Buddhism to the tea ceremony and from haiku poetry to dense urban contexts.


The thematic organization is intended to generate dialogues amongst a range of architects and projects that have been curated to exemplify evolving approaches to aspects of the prevailing tropes used to portray Japanese architecture. Likewise, the discrete chapters on international and domestic influences are narrowly framed, but put in dialogue to reconsider debates on global–local developments that accompanied the spread of modern architecture. In addition, the chapters on material and abstraction can be read in dialogue expanding conversations about craft, expression and the diversity of Japanese approaches. Curating developments by theme, subdivided by periods, puts projects in conversation and should help to contain the cacophony while coordinating projects to reveal new connections. The book employs themes to connect dots across a sampling of prominent projects and the resulting outlines illuminate the rich contours of Japanese modern architecture.
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