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[2] Let’s start here.  1908.  The Hyōkeikan, built in Ueno Park, Tokyo, as a wedding gift for the Imperial Crown Prince Yoshihito by Katayama Tōkouma.  Incidentally in this paper I will give Japanese names in the Japanese manner — the family name first.  Katayama was an architect, literally, of the old school.  In 1876 he had been one of the first four architecture students at the Imperial College of Engineering to be taught Western architecture by Josiah Conder and now, at the age of 55, the leading state architect.  This building was as accomplished as anything that might be found in Paris or London at the time.

Japan’s involvement in the Great War was minimal, limited to little more than guarding allied shipping from marauding German battle cruisers, but the end of the war heralded a new wave of architecture in Japan as much as it did in Europe. [3]  In 1920 six young graduates of the Imperial College, now University, established themselves as the Bunri-ha kenchiku-kai — the Japanese Secessionist Architectural Association — and hosted an exhibition.  They could not have been more different in appearance or in outlook to the establishment architects. [4] They were Horiguchi Sutemi, Morita Keiichi, Yada Shigeru, Yamada Mamoru, Ishimoto Kikuji and Takizawa Mayumi.  Their story is well told by Ken Oshima in his excellent book on International Architecture in Interwar Japan.  Photographed here at their first exhibition, held at the Shirokiya department store at Nihonbashi, Tokyo, [5] the group are standing in front of Horiguchi’s graduation project, a design for an art museum [6] which they then used for the cover of the exhibition’s catalogue, Bunri-ha kenchiku-kai  sengen to sakuhin.  As a manifesto, it was as full of rhetoric as anything that the Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti had written in 1909.


We arise!


We breakaway from the realm of past architecture that we might create a new architectural realm where all of the architecture that we produce is given genuine significance.


We arise!


In order to awaken all that is sleeping in the realm of past architecture.

In order to rescue all that is in the process of drowning.

In a state of joy, we dedicate everything that we have to the attainment of this ideal and we will wait expectantly for it until we collapse and die.

In unison, we declare this to the world.

Powerful stuff!

[7] Their influences were Secessionist and Expressionist European architecture.  The golden dome of Otto Wagner’s Steinhof church can be seen in Horiuchi’s design as can the more intimidating form of Gotō Keiji’s Toyotama prison in Tokyo. [8] Ishimoto’s graduation project for a family ossuary owed more than a little [9]  to Erich Mendelsohn’s Einstein Tower. In 1922 Ishimoto went to work for Walter Gropius in Germany where he fell under the spell of Hans Poelzig. [10]  His Tokyo Asahi Newspaper building, in its tower and windows and cranked form, clearly draws upon Poelzig’s Chemical factory at Lubań — I will pause to let you have a look — [11] and his design for the rebuilt Shirokiya department store, only partly executed, has much of the streamlined qualities of Poelzig’s department store in Wroclaw, or Mendelsohn’s work in Berlin.

By the mid-1920s Le Corbusier was being noticed in Japan and in 1929, a few weeks after graduating, Maekawa Kunio went to work in Corbusier’s Paris atelier. [12]  Here he is sitting next to Charlotte Perriand.  On his very first day there, Maekawa was taken by Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret to see the recently completed Villa Stein at Garches. [13]  The impression this made on Maekawa must have been considerable for its influence, as well as that of other Corbusier villas of the time, can be recognised in Maekawa’s first independent commission on returning to Japan, the Kimura Industrial Laboratory at Hirosaki.  Although the balcony and parapet have gone, there is still something about the villa Stein in it. [14]  Similarly, Maekawa’s entry for the Imperial Household Museum competition owed a lot to Corbusier.  The contemporaneous Centrosoyuz building in Moscow comes to mind.  Maekawa’s design was well received by the progressive architectural community yet, despite a campaign waged by him, it was not selected. 

[15] The timing was bad.  Politics in Japan were moving to the right, the military were in the ascendant and the concept of the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, whereby Japan sought to control the territories bordering the western Pacific, was emerging.  In 1931, the year of the competition for the Imperial Household Museum, Japan invaded Manchuria. [16]  The competition conditions stipulated that the design had to be ‘in an Eastern style that is based upon Japanese taste, so that it will preserve harmony with the contents of the museum.’  Compare here the ancient Hōō-dō at Uji with the porte cochère of the winning design by Watanabe Hitoshi. [17]  The design was in what became known as known as teikan-yōshiki – the Imperial Crown Style which, despite allusions to traditional Japanese buildings, [18] specifically Buddhist temples, like the Rinnō-ji at Nikko, was nevertheless, in this case, symmetrical, axial and built with a concrete frame.  This might be Japan but there was little Japan-ness about the building.

[19]  What was expected of official Japanese architecture at home was not what Japan promoted on the other side of the world.  Sakakura Junzō had succeeded Maekawa in Corbusier’s Paris atelier where, by 1936, he had risen to become the principal assistant. [20]  His design for the Japanese pavilion at the 1937 Exposition Internationale in Paris caused a sensation and was widely covered in the Western architectural press.  The American critic Talbot Hamlin wrote that it ‘translates the jewel-like elegance of the Orient into candid terms of steel and glass’ while Serge Chermayeff, writing in the Architectural Review, thought that, ‘the national characteristics prevail, although they suggest a curious Japan-via-Europe-via-Japan origin. Japanese elegance in wood construction,’ he added, ‘is expressed through steel.’

[21]  The Japan-ness of the building was in its allusion to the Sukiya style of the Edo period, best seen in the Imperial villa at Katsura, near Kyoto.  These particular buildings were only  recently known to the Japanese architectural community, and it is unlikely that Sakakura, who for the last few year had been in Paris, had ever seen them. However, Yoshida Tetsurō’s Das Japanische Wohnhaus, published in Berlin by Wasmuth in 1935, contained 32 pictures of Katsura. [22] The first Western architect to see the Imperial villa and the surrounding lakes and teahouses was Bruno Taut who arrived in Japan, en route to America, in 1933. It was on his second day in Japan, his fifty-third birthday, that Taut visited Katsura.  The visit, which had been arranged on the recommendation of the Bunri-ha member, Horiguchi Sutemi, had a profound effect on Taut.  He later wrote, ‘Katsura is truly a miracle without parallel in the world of culture. Here, “eternal beauty” is revealed more remarkably than in the Parthenon, the gothic cathedrals or Ise Shrine.’  That’s in Japan. The paradox, however, was that the Japanese architects who enthusiastically showed Katsura to Taut believed, like Gropius did almost thirty years later, that here, in traditional Japanese architecture, was a justification if not a provenance for Western Modernism. Taut, however, saw it differently. What he did recognise and appreciate at Katsura was not its proto-modernism but its traditional qualities. As he noted in his lecture on Fundamentals of Japanese Architecture, published in 1936, ‘The Japanese have been so engrossed in studying, appraising and adopting aspects of Western civilization that they have given very little thought to making their own civilization and culture known abroad.’ The aligning of Katsura with Western Modernism was an association which Taut ultimately did not wish to make for, in as much as Katsura held a memory of a fast-receding past, it should not be contaminated. ‘I had a conversation,’ he later wrote, ‘with some advanced architecture students of aesthetics in the Imperial University of Tokyo, who … knew nothing of the existence of Katsura – and the penetration of modern business into all the pores of Japanese culture menaces these last remains with a final death.’

[23] It is telling, I think, that Taut’s one architectural design, completed shortly before his departure from Japan for Turkey, in 1936, betrayed no hint of Western Modernism.  This was a series of almost subterranean reception rooms added beneath a new, hillside villa designed by Watanabe Hitoshi — he of the Imperial Household Museum — for Hyūga Rihei, overlooking Sagami Bay at Atami. [24] Here Taut not only evokes the Sukiya style but provides a tatami room, a stepped, moon-viewing platform, and a curious combination of sliding shōji and hinged doors.  The chair, surprisingly low to the ground, must be for middle-aged Westerners like himself, and me, unused to sitting on the floor. 

[25]  Taut would probably have been more comfortable here, physically if not emotionally, in this Tudor-style villa.  You might think that this is stockbroker Surrey, or even an Englischer haus in Herman Muthesius’s Berlin, but it is not. [26]  It is in Kyoto, a house called Chudoken which the American architect and missionary William Merrell Vories built for the department store owner Shimomura Shataro. It was here that Taut spent his first night in Japan: where, he might have wondered, was the Japan-ness of it?
[27] If there was one person who stood out at this time against the pernicious hegemony of Western architecture it was Itō Chūta.  [28] Educated at the Imperial University where Josiah Conder was still teaching, Itō graduated in 1892 with a design for a gothic cathedral.  But his interests were elsewhere. [29] Following an extended overland journey to Europe undertaken between 1902 and 1905, he published, in 1909, his Systems of World Architecture.  This won’t help you. [30] Let’s look at it in English.  The idea was that Japanese architecture, like Western architecture, had its origin in the Peshawar valley and the confluence of the Kabul and Indus rivers where Gandhāra Graeco-Buddhist architecture flourished from the time of Alexander the Great’s invasion. [31]  This Itō sought to prove by comparing ancient Greek and Japanese architecture — [32] an Etruscan temple, as drawn by the German architect Gottfried Semper, and the Chumōn or middle gate at the Hōryū-ji at Ikaruga.  Itō’s idea was that the Graeco-Buddhist architectural influence followed the silk road across India and China and thus, eventually, to Japan. 

[33]  Therefore Itō’s choice of the Romanesque style for the Kanematsu Auditorium at the Hitotsubashi University in Tokyo, is not such a great surprise, for the Romanesque was only a hop, skip and jump away from traditional Japanese architecture.  [34] If it were not for the monsters who inhabit the capitals of the stumpy arcade columns, this building could be in northern Italy. [35] But bearing in mind that Itō’s path of architectural influence also ran across India, the appearance of the Tsukiji Hongan-ji in Tokyo should not be a surprise either.  Whether or not one can recognise any Japan-ness in these buildings is not really the point.  They were not Western and, in many ways, that was all that mattered.

Itō Chūta, who in had taught the Bunri-ha boys at the Imperial University, lived on until 1954.  Yet it was not so much he but Maekawa Kunio’s pupil, Tange Kenzō, who eventually cut the Gordion Knot — a suitably Alexandrian metaphor. What was regarded, by the Japanese, as the great disaster of the Second World War, rendered unacceptable teikan-yōshiki, the approved architecture of the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, and the ensuing American occupation left Western Modernism unwanted. [36]  Tange’s solution, as first seen here at Hiroshima — of all places — was a compromise: a compromise between Tradition and Modernity.  As the Australian architect and critic Robin Boyd said, the Peace Memorial Museum ‘looked entirely modern and yet had a curiously evocative Japanese touch.’  Here, I think, Japan-ness in twentieth-century Japanese architecture was at last found.
