











1 Preface

| became interested in the subject of Metabolism for the first time almost ten years
ago. | was browsing an obscure website, the name of which | no longer remember and
which likely doesn’t exist anymore, concerning forgotten Tokyo architecture. | came
across two projects, one being Kisho Kurokawa’s Nakagin Capsule Tower and the
other, not strictly Metabolist but influenced by it, Y0ji Watanabe’s New Sky Building
#3. | had, up that point, never truly understood the nature of 1970s architecture. | had
joked in a cocky blasé manner that there was always an ever so slight air of hangover
in the era’s works. These buildings were not hung over, nor were they drunk exactly. It
was clear they believed in a future that never really came to fruition, but there was
glory in their failure, if it is fair to call it such. I didn’t dwell on the subject too long in
the barrage of architectural tangents | ingested at the time but the images stuck with

me.

Eventually a broad interest in Japanese architecture and old cinema lured me to
conduct a year-long exchange in Kyoto. My prior touchpoints had not been purely
modern or contemporary but the experience still further widened the temporalities of
my interests. Not only the embarrassment of historical riches, but also more humble
yet interesting everyday buildings, old or just stylistically seemingly out of time,
proved fascinating. A vivid coexistence of extremes both distinct but connected. The
combination of living in Kyoto and occasionally visiting Osaka and Tokyo enforced

this perspective into the extremes of age.

The almost casual antiquity of the still easily approachable Kyoto, juxtaposed with the
nigh formless infinity of Tokyo, were seemingly aeons apart yet on the immediate
level very similar. A well-traveled childhood friend who came to visit me during this
time commented “It’s strange how even on a nondescript street or in an unremarkable
picture you can always kinda tell it’s Japan, or is it just my imagination?”’ | agreed but

kept wondering why I did.









0 Introduction

The state of the Japanese nation at the end of the American occupation in 1952 was
one of a society desperately in search of a new beginning. The nation was in many
ways unrecognizable to the one of just ten years prior at the moment of surrender.
During the late stages of the Second World War Japan was the recipient of relentless
bombing campaigns by the Allied Forces. They culminated with the atomic bombings
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 6. and 9. 1945 with Japan’s surrender following
soon after. Japanese cities lay in ruins including Tokyo with 50 percent destroyed.
While the general atmosphere was one of fearful resignation, especially among the
younger generation the mood was to turn towards inspiration. “When | stood in the
ruins of the city after losing my father and sister to the bomb there, | was suddenly
overcome by this sense of personal mission. In a world where there was nothing left at
all, 1 felt the call of all things man-made”, (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, 481) industrial
designer and Metabolist Kenji Ekuan recalled in 2005.

While the physical destruction was devastating to the populace, as time went on the
Japanese Empire and the conditions its brand of militaristic totalitarianism brought on,
was not missed by the majority of society. The extent of harm inflicted overseas took
decades to be addressed if it ever was. In the shadow of the history of the empire,
initially led by the Americans, Japan took up the solemn task of rebuilding itself.
Architect Sachio Otani recalled in 2008 the time working with colleagues Kenzo
Tange and Takashi Asada planning a reconstruction of Hiroshima after the war,
envisioning the part of architects in the coming reinvigoration of Japanese belief in the

future.






His compliance prompted high praise from an American legal counsel, considering
Hideki was officially the worst war criminal of the Pacific Theater. ““He carried out
the mission perfectly and submitted to the hangman’s noose with his lips sealed — an
officer, a gentleman and a patriot to the end.” (Lazarus, 1989, as cited in Sedwick,
2012, 61) The matter of truth was weighed as less important than possibly
endangering societal stability and geopolitical interests. This left the reconciliation
process woefully unfinished with there being no political impetus beyond the far left
to truly process the past, especially concerning the role of the general society. (Dian,

2015) Therefore eyes were turned strictly forward.

Fueled by a beneficial trade and protection relationship with the US, and starting with
the task of providing supplies for the war effort in Korea in 1950-1953 the Japanese
economy began to blossom. As part of the Bretton Woods monetary system the
Japanese yen had a set low exchange rate to the dollar making Japanese exports
extremely competitive. The US didn’t anticipate the fervor with which Japan took to
bolster their societal and economic growth. The following resurgence of Japan onto
the world stage after WWII is still considered one of the sharpest ascents of any nation
in history. What made it more interesting was that Japan had already done it once

before.
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1 The Century of Japanese Upheavals: 1853-1952

The lineage of the imperial family has remained unbroken since verifiably at least the
year 539 CE with its mythological beginning dating back to 660 BCE. (Reynolds,
2001) The imperial throne ceased to hold non-ritualistic power at the turn of the 12th
century CE with the beginning of the shogunate system. Under this system the
emperor was the figurehead leader of the state while the true power rested in the hands

of the military leader the shogun.

In the year 1853 Japan was experiencing the beginning of the end of the over 250-year
Tokugawa shogunate. Tokugawa era Japan was a rigid feudal society selectively
closed to the outside world. The policy known as Sakoku strictly controlled travel and
trade to and from Japan. Foreigners had the right to trade and live only at selected
enclaves and few nations received trading permits. (Jansen, 2002) Japan was forced to
confront their technological inferiority compared to the western powers, as the US
forced it to open to trade through intimidation, leading to unfavourable trade
agreements with all major Western powers. The perceived external threats caused
internal strife within Japan. The dispute was centered on how Japan was to respond to

the threat posed by the emergence of the western expansionist powers. (Pyle, 2006)

A combination of centuries-old grudges over power, and contemporary differences in
opinion on how to modernize society in order to meet the west on their level, sparked
the long-simmering opposition to the Tokugawa rule. While a major aim of many
proponents of the upheaval was to modernize the country it was paradoxically on
some sides also fueled by strong traditionalism and nationalism. Thus the unifying
justification for what was to be known as the Meiji Restoration became the wish to
return power to the emperor. Their slogans were “restore the emperor”, and “repel the
barbarians”. (Fukase-Indergaard, Indergaard, 2008, 372) The pro restoration forces

were successful and in 1868 the emperor Meiji who had ascended to the throne only a
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2 Emergence of Metabolism

In the first five years after the war Tokyo's population had increased from 3,5 million
to 6,3 million and the urban development of the Tokyo region spurred on by the
ramping economic growth was becoming a problem. Japanese cities had been
composed of small-scale wooden buildings very susceptible to fire and natural
disasters. The mountainous geography of Japan leaves only 30 percent of the country
usable leading to very compact urban design, or at least a compact lack of one. On a
flyover during the 1960 World Design Conference Alison and Peter Smithson, B. V.
Doshi, and Takashi Asada would come to describe Tokyo as ““a conglomerate of small
towns, or just a large village.” (Asahi Shimbun, 1960. in Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011,
202). Historically land ownership was very divided making large scale developments
difficult.

Tokyo had already faced extensive destruction some 20 years prior to the war. The
great Kanto earthquake of 1923 killed over 140 000 people and left large parts of
Tokyo and the surrounding area decimated. Following the earthquake home minister
and former mayor of Tokyo Shinpei Goto attempted to realise a new
western-influenced master plan and reconstruction of Tokyo. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011)
However the high costs and the extremely fragmentary land ownership caused friction
in the imperial diet making the full completion of the plan too difficult, limiting the
scope. In the end only a number of roads and bridges considered vital as well as 50

parks were constructed.
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Figure 10: Aerial view of the vast Expo ‘70. Not only was the main plaza dominated by

Metabolists, but Kikutake, Otaka, Kurokawa, and Ekuan also designed pavilions.
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Figure 11: The Expo plaza with the Tower of the Sun surrounded by the megastructural roof,
heralding a cybernetic future.



3 Foundations of the Metabolist Quasi Utopia

The architectural forms utilised by Metabolism had strong international influences, the
main one being Le Corbusier and his grand urbanist plans, especially the 1933 Obus
plan for Algiers. The plan included what would later be called a proto megastructure
in the form of a tall wall or bridge with housing placed inside and topped by a
highway. The idea of combining the functions of different basic elements of a city into
a single structure that was ready to host smaller residential and commercial units
added and removed at will was to become the basis of the modern megastructure.
(Murphy, 2016)

While the main modern influences that led to the creation of the megastructure
typology and especially the Metabolist variant can be traced to Le Corbusier, the
megastructure was also discovered to be a much older basic idea. The historical
precedents for the modern megastructure were large structures combining multiple
uses and functions of the urban fabric. The most classic case popularised by Paul
Rudolph is the Ponte Vecchio bridge in Florence. Another similar case identified by
Reyner Banham was the Old London Bridge. (Banham, 1973) Both were bridges with
temporary and lasting constructions built on top. They functioned as both buildings

and roadways as well as an urban base for construction.
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Figure 12: Ponte Vecchio of Florence

Figure 13: Le Corbusier’s 1933 Obus plan for Algiers
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Figure 14: Ruins of Isozaki’s City in the Air




Metabolism’s authors were clearly influenced by the national trauma of the Atomic
Bombings and general destruction of Japanese cities during the final stages of the War.
Almost all the principal actors recite distinct memories of the impact of the end of the
war on their worldview. The atmosphere of the emerging Cold War realities of atomic
tension has commonly been viewed as an influence on the nature of Metabolism’s
brand of cautious utopianism. (Cho, Shin, 2014) (Schalk, 2014) As aforementioned,
Isozaki however saw Metabolism as unprepared for changes in the scope of atomic
destruction or a new world war. The awareness of Japan’s trauma through periodic
destruction through natural catastrophes and war had not made him feel the somber
Japanese notion of “the transience of things™ instead leading him into observing “the
phenomenon of obliteration.” (Isozaki, 2006, 84, as cited in Lin, 2010, 126)

Asada’s ecological concerns, as well as Kurokawa, and Kawazoe’s aspirations for
more drastically evolving designs brought on the notion of Metamorphosis for the
second book that never came to fruition. While Metabolism was categorically
prepared for change, it was not prepared for a challenge of its core forms. It was
flexible, but only within very specific parameters. Outside of the planned
exchangabilities of small-scale parts and the gradualness of its growth, its magnitude
made it impossibly inflexible and slow. This would prove to be the cardinal sin and
death knell of almost all megastructural projects in the emerging economic

atmosphere of the late 20th Century.
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4 The Legacy of Isms

Metabolism had professed Marxist influences, most notably through the theoretical
framework of Noboru Kawazoe who was best-versed in marxist theory, interpreting
the areas most pertinent being land, capital, and labour. The influences however never
reached a political bent, instead remaining on a more scientific level, informing
examinations of change. Kawazoe and Kikutake were inspired by the work of Marxist
physicist Mitsuo Taketani, who utilised dialectical methods in his exploration into the
stages of formation of subatomic particles. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011) This added to the
sometimes vague or contradictory nature of Metabolism’s ideals. It was calling for a
more equal society and the breaking of hierarchies while simultaneously implying the
necessity of a massive top-down planning apparatus, with architects seemingly at a
very high position. Absent was also clear analysis of means of production or
economics in general. The Metabolist equality was essentially a sudden tabula rasa
with no concept of class. An optimistic vision to be sure but also either naive or
merely unwilling to explore the ramifications of such a transformation on a political

level.

Besides the ideals of equality and removal of hierarchies Metabolism also exhibited
elements of a dialectical interpretation of societal and urban change. This is not
surprising given the origin of the name Metabolism or its original Japanese
shinchintaisha having originated from a translation of Engels’ Dialectics of Nature as
previously noted. This influenced the Metabolists in their way of applying biological
motifs and theories to the process of urban change likening it to the processes of
change in nature as also characterised by Engel. “Thus we have once again returned to
the mode of outlook of the great founders of Greek philosophy, the view that the whole
of nature, from the smallest element to the greatest, from grains of sand to suns, from
Protista to man, has its existence in eternal coming into being and passing away, in

ceaseless flux, in unresting motion and change.” (Engels, 1883, 30-31)
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This also placed the notion of transience as not only a product of Eastern thought but
one shared by the Western scientific and philosophical tradition as well. In spite of this
Kurokawa posited the East and West being diametrically opposed in this matter
especially in architecture, because of Western architecture having a culture of stone

and Japan having one of wood. (Kurokawa, 1977)

Ultimately none of the Metabolists posited themselves as Marxist and indeed there
were major disagreements with Metabolism from the architectural left. A notable
voice was that of Marxist architect and professor at Kyoto University Uzo Nishiyama.
Uzo Nishiyama was an accomplished scholar of residential Japanese architecture as
well as international urban planning. He was one of the most influential modernist
theorists of urban planning and housing in Japan. He was noted for his belief in a
scientific approach which he applied to residential housing dubbing it “dwelling
science”. (Nakabayashi, 2018, 1) Nishiyama was a fervent believer in extensive
research, conducting his first study of Japanese urban housing in 1935 investigating
3000 housing units in Osaka, Kyoto, and Nagoya. At the center of his research was
analysis of human life at the personal scale. He based his theories on these studies as
well as historical practices of Japanese cities informed by urbanist theory of the time.
(Hein, 2018)

Nishiyama had originally been Kurokawa’s teacher during his bachelor studies in
Kyoto Imperial University. During his time in Kyoto Kurokawa took part in
Nishiyama’s studies of slum areas but was left unimpressed with the resulting
architecture. “...but when | learned that the architecture which results from scientific
design theories based on such social investigations does not invariably produce fine
works of art I made up my mind to leave Kyoto University.”” (Kurokawa, 1977, 25) He
instead chose to follow the cachet of professor Tange’s status as a practicing architect

completing his master’s in Tokyo University.

44



Kurokawa’s exposure to Nishiyama’s way of composing studies to inform design
seems to have manifested as his later extensive utilisation of studious think tanks.
Kurokawa’s association with Nishiyama also inspired Tange to send him to the 1958
International Conference of Architectural Students in Leningrad. Ultimately the trip
caused Kurokawa to become disillusioned with communism, having searched for
continuations of constructivism but only finding Stalinist design and appropriations of

pre-revolutionary imperial decorations. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011)

Nishiyama was a contemporary counterpoint to Tange within the architectural
establishment with both also being only two years apart in age. Nishiyama also
co-operated with Tange on the plan for the 1970 Osaka Expo. Nishiyama ended up
creating the initial general plan for the site while Tange was left to adjust the plan as
needed. In the end most of the plan was changed but Nishiyama’s central motif of the
festival plaza as a microcosm of society remained, but looked over by the
megastructure of the great space-frame roof. Fundamentally the two as well as the rest
of the Metabolists agreed on the problems facing Japanese urbanism. To them these
were the lack of space and control for planning. Decisively they however disagreed on
the methods of answering them. Nishiyama was also more exact in his read of the
origins of these problems, placing a strong value judgment on them being caused by
planning being forgotten in favour of capitalist development. Where Metabolism
operated on a framework of controlled versus uncontrolled urbanism, Nishiyama
placed it in a framework of Socialist versus Capitalist. The Metabolist approach was
centered on large-scale expansive urban projects of sustained growth and Nishiyama
also initially operated on a larger scale. The emphasis however, was on the creation of
everyday spaces, proximity of occupational and residential areas, and limited car
traffic. (Nakabayashi, 2018, 7) His plans were also overall much more static,
classically modernist, lacking the key Metabolist emphasis on the processes of

change.
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Right after the war in 1946 Nishiyama proposed the increasing of land possible for
construction through building on the slopes of mountains. (Hein, 2018) An idea also
later explored by Metabolists. At the World Design Conference of 1960 Nishiyama
presented a proposal for lepolis [Home City]. It was a concept for a city with only
pedestrian traffic and mechanized public transportation. (Hein, 2018, 24) Nishiyama
attempted to reconcile his methodologies with contemporary visions of drastic growth
and a robust approach as a response to Tange’s Tokyo Bay Project with his 1965
integrated plan for Kyoto. The plan would create smaller urban cores and extensive
public spaces as well as restricted traffic systems. It contained a skyscraper axis
through slightly less historical areas of Kyoto. The destructiveness of the plan, as
opposed to the Metabolist approach to create new land, was extensively critiqued.
Nishiyama subsequently changed his approach and instead focused on a bottom-up
methodology of urban planning with the everyday scale of life as the center. He also
came to be critical of high-rise developments and an organiser of the conservation of

traditional houses.
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Figure 15: Drawing by Nishiyama studying the layout and structure of a traditional house.
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Figure 16: Series of diagrams by Nishiyama depicting different floor plans for housing.
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Nishiyama also posited a differing view on which parts of Japanese historical
architecture were the most relevant as touchpoints. In his 1953 article Ethnic Tradition
and National Issues in House Planning he gave a polemic reading of the value of
historical architecture and its relation to culture and tradition. (Kajiya, 2015) He
claimed that Japanese tradition and national culture were not to be found in the shrines
and temples built by the affluent but in the houses of average people. Nishiyama
further claimed that true tradition is to be found in the lives and dwellings of current
people because of them having inherited the lives and cultures of the past. (Kajiya,

2015) For him tradition was also a living process.

Metabolism was influenced by Marxism only on select levels, lacking a sound
theoretical framework on the exact society their schemes necessitated or that would be
created by them. This was presumably by design as at multiple points the Metabolists
deliberately avoided taking explicitly political stances, opting instead to position
themselves as neutral professionals. Tange had already avoided aligning himself with
left-wing architects of the New Architects Union in the early 1950s. The decision
would prove shrewd as it would’ve ultimately limited his possibilities of accessing the
US during McCarthyism. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, 87)

Appearing too left could have jeopardised opportunities both in Japan and abroad
while exploring the more controlling aspects of the Metabolist apparatus could have
risked invoking images of the totalitarian past. Be that as it may, the paradoxicality of
trying to remain neutral while simultaneously making incredibly sweeping theoretical
plans with such wide-ranging and unexplored societal implications seemed nothing
short of ludicrous on its face. It betrayed the limitations of their position and lack of
access to power. Or perhaps even they didn’t quite believe that this level of control

should be wielded solely by architects.
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As a consequence of not only the Metabolist scale of 1960s visions but also the
overall vastness of projects of this fastest of boom periods, there appeared a
re-emergence of the intrigue of a more limited scale. Already in 1970 as a direct
reaction to the Osaka Expo, a group of young architects critical of Metabolism came
together to create a publication expressing their ideas. The format of the paper was
inspired by Le Carré Bleu and it came to be called ArchiteXt which also became the
name of the group. (Hsieh, 2015) They were the beginning of the new generation
critical of the perceived megalomania of the time, explicitly positioning themselves as
anti-Metabolists. Instead they engaged in alternations of small and medium scales as
well as much more free expressions of eclectic style and even humour. They also
explored objects of modern society, creating collections of shapes and messages,

searching for symbols of modern life. (Hsieh, 2017)

The first edition of Charles Jencks” The Language of Postmodern architecture has on
its cover a picture of ArchiteXt member Minoru Takeyama’s Number Two Building of
1970. In it Jencks touched on the then recent Japanese usage of traditional language
“without being coy or ironic”, continuing on to ponder “Why they, unlike Westerners,
have been able to be modern and traditional without compromising either language
remains something of a mystery.” (Jencks, 1977, 87) He notes the mixed usage of both
forms evoking traditional connotations and modern architecture in works of Kikutake
and Kurokawa. He further singles out Takeyama for his combined use of massive
graphics, painted patterns, and signs, combined with skillful use of the tools of

expression belonging to *““the high game of serious architecture.” (Jencks, 1977, 87)
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This marked a shift in the fortune of architectural styles. Markedly not only
Modernism’s scale but also its purity of expression was becoming unfavoured. While
metabolism was decidedly Modernist, it contained elements anticipating
postmodernism. Metabolism’s focus and study of traditional influences was namedly
similar to the discourse beginning to stir in the west concerning the nature and use of
symbols and styles. Isozaki and Kurokawa both engaged in discussions on the exact
nature of the dichotomy between East and West. Kurokawa deliberately flipped the
orientalist discourse that wished to create an idea of Japan as “other’ around, playing
into examining perceived differences, but portraying Japan as dynamic and spiritual,
and the West as slow and overly pragmatic. (Kurokawa, 1977) He claimed Japan’s
connection with tradition as making it more possible for it to proceed beyond
Modernism. This has been characterised as a deliberate act of creating a kind of
Occidentalism (Urban, 2012) in order to broaden the perception of Japanese-ness in
service of presenting Japan as modern. This helped prevent the reception of Japanese
visionary architecture from being mired in neo-colonial attitudes on account of their
traditional references, inadvertently influencing the theoretisation of Postmodernism.
(Urban, 2012) (Jencks, 1977)
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5 Encapsulated Nation

1972 saw the completion of Kurokawa’s Nakagin Capsule Tower. The building is to
this day the clearest finalised example of many of the metabolist ideas. The design is
composed of two towers with 144 capsules containing apartments attached to them.
The prefabricated capsules, futuristic creations of white plastic and integrated
appliances, were designed to be detached and replaced wholesale at the end of their
lifespan. They were designed to have a metabolic cycle of 25-35 years, whereas the
shaft towers were designed to last 60. (Lin, 2010, 236) None of the capsules were

exchanged in the end.

The capsules were not imagined to be perpetual residences, but pied-a-terre. They
were aimed for visiting businessmen, urban bachelors, or other members of
Kurokawa’s vision of the modern mobile society whom he called “homo movens.”
“People will gradually lose their desire for property such as land and big houses and
will begin to value having the opportunity and the means for free movement. The
capsule means emancipation of a building from land and signals the advent of an age

of moving architecture.” (Kurokawa, 1977, 76)

The concept of the capsule, or move-net as Kikutake called it having been the first
Metabolist to explore it, was central to Metabolist ideas of urban renewal. The capsule
also brought the human scale into perspective, in relation to the often dizzying size of
their visions. The solitary individualism of the capsule was what was to liberate the
Metabolist subject by delineating their fate from that of land. Metabolism’s societal
vision was emblematically presented by the extremes of scale with the macro of the

megastructure and the micro of the capsule.

Kurokawa theorised that there existed a different kind of Asian individualism which

he called jiga, the Buddhist term for individual, or the *““oriental individuum.” In
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contrast to the independent individual and self of the West it was a “supra-individual
that transcends the individual” (Kurokawa, 1977, 36) He theorised it to also be
apparent in architecture and especially the use of space. Jiga was also the term he used
for the small individual buildings and gardens dotting the grounds of temples and
palaces, separate but part of the whole. (Urban, 2012) He used the tea house as a
traditional example wherein through the ritual of the tea ceremony one comes to
understand that “the scale of their surroundings bears no relation to the scope of
spiritual activity. The greater — the world of nature —coexists with the lesser — the tea
house — neither comprehending nor excluding the other yet each an essential part of
the other.” (Kurokawa, 1977, 36) This thinking he applied to the capsule. The capsule
and its inhabitant were separate yet part of the larger building and society. It again
exhibited Kurokawa’s tendency to justify the new modes of living being in some way
inherently more functional in Japan because of there being a fundamental difference in

the culture compared to the West.

Kurokawa coined a term for a megastructure that functioned as a link between the
scales of the city and the human. He called it the social connector, possibly influenced
by Sabsovich and Ginzburg’s concept of the social condenser. (Lin, 2010, 81) The
physical structure of the city itself was to create the possibility for the individuals to
form collectives and bridge the gap between society and the individual. Society was
not to be formed solely in the traditional mode of family units but also individuals
connected by the structure. An apparent conflict in this theory is brought on by the
hierarchy of design. The selective separation and connection facilitated by the social
connector was to create more equal citizens. They however had no power over the
structure. The system portrayed by most Metabolists was immensely hierarchical with
architects especially wielding power over much more than mere design of buildings.
The Megastructures were not only buildings. They were cities, infrastructure, and

even the great hill.
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Figure 17: Nakagin Capsule Tower.
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Figure 18: The prefabrication of a capsule. One of the selling points of Capsules was the ease of

construction through assembly.
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Figure 19: Axonometric depicting capsule life of the homo movens.
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6 Reclaiming History

While the aim of metabolism was to create universal answers for the general problems
of urban growth, their visions were informed by the philosophical underpinnings
derived from Japanese culture and traditional architecture. The most significant
Japanese architectural references were Ise Shrine and Katsura Villa. Metabolism’s
choice of these palatial and religious architectural examples as their historical
inspiration was not a self-evident choice. Quite the opposite might be true given
Metabolism’s emphasis on large scale urbanism. This choice was however informed
by the view at the time of the chosen historical examples, further cultivated by
Metabolism’s proponents, as the definitive representation of the origins of Japanese
architecture. A notion Tange and Kawazoe would explore in their 1965 work Ise:
Prototype of Japanese Architecture, with photography by Yoshio Watanabe. Katsura
Tange had already studied in the 1960 book Katsura: Tradition and creation in
Japanese architecture, that he wrote with Walter Gropius with photography by
Yasuhiro Ishimoto. Tange had direct links to the prewar and wartime architectural
discourse through his own participation and ties to major figures of the architectural
establishment of the time like Kishida and Maekawa. In this context his and his
students’ evaluation of these specific historical examples’ status and usefulness is not

surprising, even if their reading of their value differed from that of the past.

Ise provided the viewpoint of planned regeneration as not only a necessary but also
decidedly positive notion, while also implying it to be a decidedly Japanese one as
opposed to the West. ““We have in Japan an aesthetic of death, whereas you have an
aesthetic of eternity. The Ise shrines are rebuilt every twenty years in the same form,
or spirit; whereas you try to preserve the actual Greek Temple, the original material,
as if it could last for eternity.”” (Kurokawa, 1977, 10)
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Katsura was analysed with an eye for its history of gradual growth and free
compositionality, as well as the use of functionalistic building elements such as pilotis.
(Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011) Tange had already drawn from these very same sites in his
wartime designs. The difference at this point was the way in which the inspiration was
drawn. The historical models were no longer referenced aesthetically but

philosophically and for the processes of their evolution.
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Figure 23: The plan of Katsura, that was added to in several stages creating a complex composition.
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Figure 24: The inner sanctum of Ise shrine, not accessible to outsiders. Photographed by

Yoshio Watanabe, working with Tange, and Kawazoe.
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Figure 25: Aerial view of the inner sanctum’s two adjacent alternating sites in the process of

regeneration.

68



The importance of Ise was traditionally purely religious but its transient physical
nature and ritualistic reconstruction had long since drawn attention to its architecture
as having a relation to its religious value. (Reynolds, 2001) Already in 1342 Buddhist
priest Saka wrote while visiting Ise: ”In the construction of the Shrine too there are
very many deep and recondite principles. Under the roof ridge there are cross planks
that hold various secrets. They involve the symbol of the Deity.” (Saka, 1342, as cited
in Reynolds, 2001, 318) In the early 20th century Ise initially received dismissal for its
purely architectural value from noted architect and scholar of historical architecture
Chuta It0. He revered the shrine for its link to the long unbroken line of the imperial
family. (Reynolds, 2001) He however considered its value strictly religious and
cultural, and its architectural qualities dismissible and crude, aesthetically originating
from “the huts of South Sea aboriginals.” (Isozaki, 2011, 13)

Architect Hideto Kishida presented a shift in the paradigm of evaluating the tradition
in 1929 in his photographic work Kako no Kosei [Composition of the Past]. He
portrayed historical art and architecture through a modernist viewpoint evaluating it
on a level distanced from historical analysis. Contemporary praise was further given
to both Ise and Katsura in the 1930s led by German modernist architect Bruno Taut.
He had ended up in temporary exodus in Japan after the rise to power of the Nazi
party due to his perceived Communist sympathies. While there he became deeply
interested in both buildings, especially Katsura, from a modernist perspective. He
wrote highly of their minimalism and even perceived proto-functionalism. These
aspects he contrasted to the style of Tokugawa architecture which he categorised as
kitsch as opposed to the perceived authenticity of imperial architecture. (Isozaki,
2011) (Reynolds, 2001)
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This played into an aesthetic dichotomy already long present and further drastically
emphasised in imperial Japanese cultural discourse. It placed the imperial, such as Ise
and Katsura, as truly Japanese. In contrast, the shogunal Tokugawa style was viewed
as more decorative and derivative of Chinese late Ming and early Qing influences.
(Isozaki, 2011) Taut’s writing sparked interest in Japanese historical architecture from
international modernists like Walter Gropius. (Lin, 2010) Gropius would ultimately
travel to Japan, leading to working with Tange. Because of his newfound reverence of
Katsura, subsequently he directed young architects to ‘““forget Rome and come to
Japan’’ (Hein et al, 2003, 200)

The arisen discourse had since the beginning heavily informed Tange, who was a
mentee of Kishida. Tange had been successful in two wartime competition designs
that would remain unbuilt, with the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere Memorial
in 1942, and the Japanese-Thai Cultural Center in 1944. Kishida was a juror in both
competitions as well as the eventual one for the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park in
1949. (Isozaki, 2011) Both wartime competition entries drew heavily from history in
their aesthetics and design. The memorial was especially inspired by Ise with a shape
and layout strongly reminiscent of the shrine and its complex. The Japanese-Thali
Cultural Center drew inspiration from Katsura with its composition and subdued
expression, while the monastic plan, hanging eaves, and layout of the courtyards were
influenced by Kyoto’s Daikaku-ji temple. (McDaniel, 2017) Daikaku-ji was an
interesting influence being a Buddhist temple but also a former imperial residence,

breaking the attempts to distance Shintd and Buddhism.

The style in vogue with the state during the later stages of imperial Japan was what
was known as teikan-yoshiki, or imperial crown style. The style was first exhibited at
the turn of the 1920s in the work of architect Kikutaro Shimoda and his proposals for
the Diet Building and the Tokyo Imperial Hotel. Shimoda had worked for some years
in America and after returning to Japan he turned to putting his learned western
influences to use in the Japanese context. The style he initially called
teikan-heigo-shiki, or crown-topped style was based on combining western style and

techniques with Japanese elements. The result was a building with a neoclassical or
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beaux-arts style facade topped with a roof emulating the style of a Japanese shrine,
temple, or palace. Neither proposal was chosen but Shimoda’s loud advocating for his
designs combined with his claims of Frank Lloyd Wright having copied his design for

the eventual design for the hotel brought Shimoda attention. (Isozaki, 2011)

As Japanese nationalism grew more and more ubiquitous over the course of the late
1920s and the 1930s architecture came to be increasingly co-opted by the extreme
political agenda of the nation. Competitions and commissions came to contain
requirements for the design to express a distinctly Japanese style. Scholars like Chita
Itd came to be great promoters of the value of crown style to these ends, even though
he had initially been critical of Shimoda’s diet proposal. (Reynolds, 1996) It0
fundamentally dismissed the value of modernism already on the grounds it was called
international. (Isozaki, 2011) Crown style was a straightforward way to utilize western
building techniques and style while simultaneously placing them subservient to a

symbolic representation of Japan.

Shinto was already being utilised as a tool to unify the populace under the emperor as
well as promoting the imperial cult abroad, so the choice of a roof style derived from
shrine architecture fit the nationalist agenda perfectly. Tange’s wartime designs were
not definite examples of imperial crown style as they used the historical influences in
a more holistic and transformative manner in their design. Both approaches however
shared the idea of using imperial and religious architectural symbols and aesthetics as

shorthand for expressions of enforcing the dominant idea of imperial national identity.
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Taut’s praise of Katsura and Ise did not happen in a vacuum as didn’t his being
introduced to them. It was part of a larger clash of architectural movements in imperial
Japan. Like in Germany with the shutting down of Bauhaus in 1933, modernism was
not favoured by the hyper-nationalist imperial regime, who preferred the more
ideologically beneficial crown style. Taut’s 1933 introduction to Katsura, which was
not typically open to visitors at this point in time, was organized by a group of young
Japanese architects calling themselves the Japan International Architectural
Association. They were modernists who advocated for a new interpretation of
Japanese historical architecture through modernist expression. In this they were
fervent opponents of Crown Style and were looking for ways to prove modernism and

Japanese expression could co-exist. (Isozaki, 2011)
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Figure 26: Kikutard Shimoda’s seminal 1918 Imperial Crown Style proposal for the Imperial Diet

Building Competition
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Modernists weren’t persecuted as heavily as in Germany and especially the strand
attempting to reconcile it with Japanese historical elements remained prominent.
Junzo Sakakura’s victory in the competition to design the Japanese pavilion for the
1937 Paris World Fair was influential in this. The winning design exhibited elements
borrowed from Katsura combined with the teachings of Le Corbusier. (Zenno, 2006)
There however existed a broader academic movement to “overcome modernity”
(Kajiya, 2015, 25) with a symposium of the same name partaken by scholars from a
wide variety of fields taking place in 1942. No architects were present but the general
aim of the meeting was to declare modernity over and discuss the emerging Japanese
era of history. The discourse in architecture was similar, but modernist architects
didn’t see modernism and Japanese tradition as mutually exclusive. Maekawa was a
major proponent of this vein of Japanese modernism at the time. He took the view of
compatibility with nationalism even further, going on to advocate for cultural

imperialism through a new national architecture beyond modernism. (Kajiya, 2015)

Ultimately the procession of Japanese modernism was relatively unshaken by the end
of the war. All major designers continued their work undisturbed. Isozaki interviewed
many of the modernists of this time period in the 1970s and pieced together a view
that ultimately the decade prior and after surrender were an unbroken continuum.
“There was no discontinuity. The end of the war came right in the middle. The
ideological disruption was only superficial.”” (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, 29) Tange was
the only major architect not interviewed, because Isozaki presumed his teacher would
not have answered, never talking about the war years openly. According to Tange’s
first wife, even with her he discussed the period only once — recalling the death of his

mother by machine-gun fire. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011)
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7 Overcoming Tradition

Metabolism was a continuation of the preceding vein of using Shinto and imperial
architecture as inspiration and a link to Japanese tradition. Meanwhile it also deviated
from the imperial era’s architectural interpretation of the value of its historical
influences by attempting a new reading of their best qualities. In the case of imperial
era works such as crown style and Tange’s wartime designs the historical references
had been used on an aesthetic level. They had been invoking a direct image of the
physical manifestations of the imperial and religious institutions. Metabolism posited
that the value of its historical inspirations was not their societal and historical standing
but their ideas on an architecturally functional and philosophical level. This reading
was inherited from the pre-war Japanese modernist movement but Metabolism’s

approach differed from that of their predecessors.

Metabolism, crown style, and Japanese pre-war modernism were attempts at a fusion
of Japanese and western architectural concepts. Crown style was a continuation of the
Meiji era practice of copying western turn of the century architecture but with an
insertion of Japanese architecture in a visually dominating position. The synthesis was
incomplete as there were no real changes in either stylistic component with both being
crudely cordoned off into their own designated zones of the design. Japanese pre-war
Modernists also attempted a synthesis but the starting point of their design was not to
create something new from the combination. It was to prove the value of both

influences through their perceived compatibility with each other.
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Metabolism went further into the synthesis with an approach reminiscent of the
pre-Meiji vein of Shozan Sakuma’s “‘eastern morals, western science.” Sakuma’s
approach has been characterised as approaching the issue of confronting the West as a
dialectic, (Sant, 2004) making it a fitting comparison to Metabolism. Importantly in
Metabolism the aesthetics were predominantly those of modernism incorporating the
elements inspired by Japanese culture in a non-dominant informing role. Even so it
was still a descendant of the wartime discourse attempting to reconcile modernism and
national identity, because like the error in Sakuma’s thinking was that these elements
can completely be severed from each other. (Sant, 2004) There is no Western science
in a vacuum like there is no Eastern morals. The science is attached to culture and so

are the symbols of architectural tradition.

Metabolism’s recontextualisation of these historical sites was a part of the larger
postwar Dento Ronso discourse, meaning “debates concerning the tradition.” (Zenno,
2006, 104) The aim of this discourse was to again reinterpret the meaning of what
makes something aesthetically Japanese. (Zenno, 2006) The great elephant in this
room was of course imperialism. The preceding century had been spent linking
everything about the very concept of Japan with the institution of the imperial throne.
While the emperor had not been ousted, the empire had been dismantled around him.
In Germany and Italy where historical architecture and cultural symbols had also been
employed to manufacture an evoked link to a deeper history, these symbols had to
now be re-examined. Japan was similarly in danger of potentially losing historical
symbols to the legacy of totalitarianism. Metabolism’s specific retooling of the
meaning of Ise and Katsura was thus linked to a societal effort to rid these symbols of
the direct drapings of imperialism instead linking them to a broader sense of national

values and culture.
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While Shintd had been co-opted or, on some levels, created to be used by the state
only since the Meiji Restoration, Ise Shrine specifically had almost always been
linked with the imperial family. Tange and Kawazoe bypassed this appeal to history
by examining a time predating even the imperial family. The debate between the

authenticity of imperial vs. Tokugawa was replaced by one of Jomon vs. Yayoi.

The neolithic Jomon period took place 8000 BCE to 600 BCE, until its
hunter-gatherer culture was overtaken by the rice-farming Yayoi culture with its era
lasting until around 300 CE. (Zenno, 2006) The primal and rough Jomon was
contrasted with the more sophisticated Yayoi. The evolution of Japanese culture and
aesthetics was examined thus as an evolving interplay between these two influences.
(Tange, Kawazoe, 1965) This re-examination of Japanese prehistory was an
interesting attempt to beat Imperial Japan in its own game, so to say. The
Yayoi—-Jomon dichotomy was then also free to be inserted into the more contemporary
cultural atmosphere. Tange had a public discourse with artist Taro Okamoto about the
subject, Okamoto being an appreciator of Jomon pottery. Okamoto designed the
strange and primal Tower of the Sun that pierced the refined space-frame roof at the
70 Osaka Expo. This was framed as a confrontation between Jomon and Yayoi styles.
(Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011)
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Figure 27 (Left): Jomon pottery
Figure 28 (Right): Yayoi pottery
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State Shintd was an exaggeration and intentional bastardisation of a broad range of
cultural folk beliefs into a religious system under the emperor by way of appealing to
the imperial family’s and Ise’s ancient link. In this Ise was the ultimate symbol
because of its age and religious significance. Tange’s, and Kawazoe’s reading of
Japanese cultural history instead placed Ise as subject to cultural forces even more
ancient than itself. Tange and Kawazoe examined Ise from a viewpoint of it being a
balanced coexistence of both Jomon and Yayoi and thus the perfect “prototype for
Japanese architecture™. This enabled them to use these architectural influences while
attributing these references to predate the traditions sapped by imperialism. This
reading made the use of these references more justifiably acceptable. This was not
only for the Japanese context, where a full condemnation of imperialism was still up
for some level of discussion, but more importantly with the international perspective
in mind. Both the Metabolists and the Japanese leadership were engaged in a
campaign of internationalisation looking to spread their influence and improve foreign

relations. In this context it was important to sever the link to imperialism.

This was an important avenue to explore in order to broaden the understanding of the
traditional architecture in question and place it in a larger continuum. Fascistically
inclined movements, to which Japanese imperialism can be considered tangential to,
have the tendency to co-opt and twist established historical narratives and symbols.
This usually is done through emotional evocations enforced by a veneer of
faux-science because in the end it can not be reasoned, and indeed considers reason
suspect. (Eco, 1995) The reasoning reveals the cruelty of the logic used and thus needs

to be softened by the force of a romantic precedent.
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By denying the direct aesthetics and conventional meanings, the new interpretations
were bypassing the prior usages. However it still acknowledged the same historical
examples thus inadvertently and perhaps unavoidably took part in enforcing the idea
of these sites as pre-eminent national symbols. Unavoidably because what would’ve
been the alternative? Simplistically put, should Ise and maybe all of Shinto have been
abandoned because of their link to past horrors? Could it even have been possible?
The sentimental forces tapped into by fascism can’t simply be ignored because they
are not violent on their own, exhibiting the insidiousness of this form of societal
manipulation. Still their adverse possibilities need to be overcome as much as possible

if nationalism is to be curbed, as was the need in post-war Japan.

The impulse to reference historical precedent to the extent of reclaiming it from
imperialism was not merely rooted in the need to free them of their then present
connotations. Tange was, especially earlier on, not unequivocally enamored with
Japanese traditional architecture. Instead he viewed understanding tradition to be
necessary in order to also overcome it in a ““‘conquest of self rather than of something
external.” (Tange, 1956, in Boyd, 1962, 114) In the 1956 essay Creation in
Present-Day Architecture and the Japanese Tradition he also posited that the seeming
abandonment of tradition in the early Meiji era “failed to undermine the foundation of
traditional attitudes.” (Tange, 1956, in Boyd, 1962, 114) In his view the lack of
understanding the Western value base of scientific methods led to a facsimile riddled
with the Japanese notion of mono-no-aware. It means a somber awareness of the
transience of things, and to Tange it was part of “the transient and feeble expression,
inherent in our tradition which has not infrequently led to decadence.” (Tange, 1956,
in Boyd, 1962, 117) This essay preceded Metabolism by just a few years but
expressed the need to address the nigh existential angst of fatalistic uncertainty made
worse by recent history. Instead of denying the existence of these tendencies he saw as
being sufficiently ingrained in Japanese culture, he advocated for incorporating an

understanding of them in the drive towards progress.
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“An attitude that fails to realize that tradition is within our inner
selves or simply refuses to face the fact of tradition, does not result

either in the negation or overcoming of tradition in a true sense.

We can conclude therefore that tradition must first be recognized and
acknowledged. We then become aware that the expression of some of
our architectural works has been influenced by the traditional passive
attitude and we begin to see the need of taking a positive stand to
overcome it.”” (Tange, 1956, in Boyd, 1962, 117)

There was no easy way out from under the influences of the past. Even in the case of a
movement as forward-facing as Metabolism, there was a need to link its intellectual
theoretical basis into a shared cultural background. The second wave of modernisation
was not to be permitted to repeat the perceived failures of the Meiji Restoration in
trying to disregard tradition. The first wave had ended with academics looking for
ways to overcome modernity by disregarding it. In the second, Metabolism was

advocating to overcome tradition by addressing it.
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8 A Machine for Growth

Metabolism has often been referred to as the last avant-garde movement in
architecture. But was it the last one? Surely there have been architectural movements
since that have pushed the proverbial envelope. But the nature of late 20th and early
21st Century movements has been one of aesthetic and artistic expression.
Postmodernism was a grand re-examination of all aesthetic values. Parametricism is at
first glance related to Metabolism, but more engaged in an inward spiral of
self-serving introspection. It might be petty to deny them the label of avant-garde, but

something has been lost and intentionally so.

Namely, there is the lack of a vision of society. Even Metabolism was ultimately light
on actual answers regarding the shape of the society it would foster. Metabolism was
allergic to politics. Kurokawa would even come to debate prime minister Tanaka on
TV, but not allow himself to be pinned down in the political fray. "I am not right side.
I am not left side. | am an architect. | attack both sides." (Kurokawa, 1977, 20) Tange
avoided politics keeping his international avenues open. Kikutake leaned more right
but only opened up about it decades later. Left was the Modernist technocrat belief in
the societally transformative power of architecture with the role of the architect
cranked up to purveyor of building the environment itself. With all this hubris there
was still an air of hesitancy to deliberate what it meant on a societal level beyond a
techno-utopian liberation of the individual through architecture and technology.
International Modernism was pitching a losing battle and Metabolism was late to the
front, while also being as early as it ever could've been. It's use of an evolution and
scaling-up of modernist tools was logical given its genesis but the political and

economic environment was in the process of changing irrecoverably.
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