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The 
Constructed 
Other

The Constructed Other argues that the assumed otherness of Japanese architecture has made it both a testbed for Western architectural theories and a source of inspiration for Western designers. The book traces three recurring themes in Western accounts of Japanese architecture from the reopening of Japan in the mid-nineteenth century to the present day: a wish to see Western architectural theories reflected in Japanese buildings; efforts to integrate elements of Japanese architecture into Western buildings; and a desire to connect contemporary Japanese architecture with Japanese tradition. It is suggested that, together, these narratives have had the effect of creating what amounts to a mythical version of Japanese architecture, often at odds with historical fact, but which has exercised a powerful influence on the development of building design internationally.

Kevin Nute teaches the history and theory of architecture at the University of Hawai’i, Mānoa, and is also an emeritus professor of architecture at the University of Oregon. He received his architectural training at the University of Nottingham before working in practice in London, Hong Kong and Singapore and earning his PhD at Cambridge. Professor Nute spent his early career in Japan, first as a visiting research scholar at the University of Tokyo and later as an associate professor of architecture at Muroran Institute of Technology. His other books include Frank Lloyd Wright and Japan (2000), Place, Time and Being in Japanese Architecture (2004), Naturally Animated Architecture (2018), and This Here Now: Japanese Building and the Architecture of the Individual (2020).
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Foreword

I have read many works on Japanese culture by foreign writers from a variety of fields, and have often learned from them about a “Japan” that I did not know. Some of these revelations made perfect sense to me, while others did not.

Kevin Nute has now splendidly organized many of the previously written works on Japanese architecture by Western authors to show us the previously hidden frames of thinking behind them. To quote the author, the Japanese architecture described in these works took such a variety of forms that it would be fitting call it the equivalent of an artificially created “chimera.” Indeed, there appear to be almost as many different versions of Japanese architecture in the West as there have been Western authors writing about it.

The book demonstrates that there was no single essence of Japanese architecture described in these Western writings. Instead, there has often been a mutually mirroring relationship between the West and Japan, in which both were able to confirm their own identities. Mirrors, of course, do not produce faithful recreations of their subjects. They alter them, most obviously by reversing their images. And this was often the way that Japan was represented in the West, as a mythical place that seemed to turn Western norms on their head.

For this reason, whenever the West has felt itself to be in intellectual crisis there has been a marked increase in interest in Japan, which could be relied upon to demonstrate another way of seeing things. During one such crisis of confidence in the late nineteenth century, for example, many Westerners, including figures such as Oscar Wilde and Frank Lloyd Wright, used Japan’s otherness as means of critiquing Western conventions.

Kevin Nute has now brilliantly and poetically organized what often seemed like a bewildering array of Western interpretations of Japanese architecture into a coherent structure that makes sense. The Constructed Other not only explains the past but may also provide hints about the future. The West is once again going through a crisis of confidence. One wonders what new interpretations of Japan and its architecture may be used in the future to critique existing orders. This book will be indispensable to anyone contemplating the way cultures learn from each other.

Kengo Kuma

University of Tokyo



Preface

This book could not have been written without the work of numerous other scholars who have previously shared their thoughts on the questions it considers. Those individuals include, in alphabetical order, Botond Bognar, Azby Brown, Dana Buntrock, Ching-Yu Chang, Kenneth Frampton, Arata Isozaki, Neil Jackson, Juliana Kei, Jacqueline Kestenbaum, Zhongjie Lin, Ian Littlewood, Mira Locher, Beatte Löffler, Martin Morris, Nikola Nikolovski, Gunter Nitschke, Ken Tadashi Oshima, Jonathan Reynolds, Robert Rosenstone, Marja Sarvimaki, Ari Seligmann, Barrie Shelton, Adrian Snodgrass, Philip Steadman, James Steele, David Stewart, and Florian Urban. Some I have only read, others I have met but have never had the opportunity to discuss these topics with, while others I have consulted directly. I make no distinction between their contributions to this work, however. Unless stated otherwise, I should clarify that I am responsible for the particular arguments presented here, and especially for their shortcomings. The book was supported by a grant from the Oregon Center for Asia Pacific Studies.

Kevin Nute

University of Hawai’i, Mānoa





A built chimera


No other nation’s architecture has consistently attracted so much attention from the rest of the world as that of Japan.1 No one today writes about what is quintessentially French about buildings in France, or what makes American buildings American. Yet the question of what makes Japanese architecture Japanese has fascinated observers within and beyond Japan for more than a century, and continues to do so.

The Constructed Other examines three interwoven themes in Western responses to Japanese architecture: a wish to see Western architectural theories confirmed in traditional Japanese buildings; efforts to integrate aspects of traditional Japanese architecture into Western buildings; and a desire to connect contemporary Japanese architecture with Japanese tradition. The book traces these narratives in Western accounts of Japanese architecture from the reopening of Japan in the mid-nineteenth century to the present day, and argues that they had the effect of creating what amounted to a mythical version of Japanese architecture, often at odds with historical fact, but which has nonetheless exercised a powerful influence on the development of contemporary building design, not only in Japan but also internationally.

Japanese architecture has been variously perceived in the West as inferior, superior, essentially the same, and inherently different. These are all ways in which the self uses the other as a means of establishing, maintaining, and expanding its identity. Just as Hegel believed that the self is a mental construct, so too is its primary means of construction, the non-self.2 The Constructed Other argues that Western responses to Japanese architecture are rooted in a desire to absorb the other while at the same time maintaining its otherness. Three distinct means of achieving this objective are revealed. In the first, the self attempts to claim the other by suggesting that it reflects its own essential values. In the second, the self seeks to acquire advantageous characteristics of the other. In the third, it strives to maintain the other by distancing it.

Since the opening of the twentieth century the West has displayed an unusual respect for traditional Japanese architecture, as seemingly representing a set of architectural ideals. Traditional Japanese buildings have been claimed to provide examples of an array of Western architectural theories, from the “organic” to the modern and postmodern. The impulse to see contemporary Western architectural ideas reflected in traditional Japanese buildings that emerged in the early twentieth century did not occur in a vacuum, however. The world had just witnessed how ideas from traditional Japanese art had helped European painting to reinvent itself. The avant-garde is itself a form of otherness, and an association with Japanese culture reinforced that status. The desire among Western architects to adopt aspects of Japanese architecture, then, is not difficult to understand. And Western commentators have put considerable effort into identifying such influences, primarily, it seems, in order to demonstrate that it is possible to successfully absorb the other without losing one’s own identity in the process.

Udo Kultermann has suggested that “Japanese architecture seen from the Western perspective is always different.”3 He meant by this primarily that it was perceived differently, but it would also be true to say that it has also been assumed to be different. In this context, contemporary Japanese architecture have been described as reflecting Japanese traditions as diverse as historical building forms to pre-historic intuitions. This apparent desire to see Japanese tradition reflected in contemporary Japanese architecture seems to stem from a powerful need to maintain the otherness of the latter. If Japanese architecture was to continue to play its role in defining and inspiring Western architecture, then it had to remain rooted in its distant origins.

As a result of these processes of projection, adoption, and othering, the Western image of Japanese architecture has come to encompass a diverse range of characteristics. While each can be found in particular traditional Japanese buildings, they have merged into a loose composite that is distinct from any actual historical Japanese building type. The Western image of Japanese architecture, then, might be described as a chimera, a mythical creature constructed of disparate parts. In itself, this image has never been “real” in the strict sense of the word, but its effects most certainly have been. Such artificial constructions are important in establishing identity, and so too is recognizing them as such. The West’s perception of Japanese architecture has been characterized by varying combinations of exoticism and essentialism that have evolved as the focus of Western architectural theory has shifted. An assumption of the inherent otherness of Japanese architecture made it not only the ultimate proof of the universality of architectural theories but also a seemingly endless source of the new.

This is not, then, primarily a book about Japanese architecture, but rather Western images of the latter. Specifically, it examines how, when confronted with characteristics it senses to be advantageous, the self attempts to procure them while maintaining its own identity. At its core, then, as much as it is about the other, The Constructed Other represents an attempt at understanding the nature of the self.



1See Nikola Nikolovski, “Representation and Contextualization of Japanese Architecture in Western Architectural Periodicals,” PhD Dissertation, Department of Architecture, Graduate School of Engineering, University of Tokyo, 2015, 183.
2Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Mind: Being Part Three of the ‘Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences’ (1830), trans. William Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 15, 19.
3Udo Kultermann, Review of Manfred Spiedel, ed., Japanische Architektu: Geschichte und Gegenwart, Stuttgart: Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1983, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 45, no. 3 (September 1986): 315.




1 Three types of otherness


Ever since Europeans first set foot on Japanese soil in 1543, Japan has been imagined as the West’s quintessential other. This image has mainly been a product of inaccessibility. Not only was the Japanese archipelago about as physically remote from Europe as it was possible to get but even after Japan reluctantly reopened some of its ports in 1854, after more than two centuries of actively excluding foreigners, to many its culture remained just as inaccessible.

As Ian Littlewood has observed, Japan was not the West’s usual Asian other, however. It had successfully resisted repeated attempts to colonize it by more powerful forces, first by Mongol China in the thirteenth century, and later by a vanguard of European traders and missionaries in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. When it was finally forced to reopen under the veiled threat of superior American military power, Japan may have lagged far behind the West in terms of technology, but it could still not simply be dismissed. Culturally, Japan seemed to be the West’s equal, and in many respects its superior. Littlewood argues that it has been an inability to place Japan into a simple category that has fascinated the West ever since.1 The British architectural historian Reyner Banham recognized the same phenomenon in architecture when he suggested that “of all the territories that have been cosmopolitanized by the West, Japan is unique in giving back as much as it has received, and the West, in architecture as in everything else, is having some difficulties in coping with this unexpected reciprocity.”2

According to Hegel, human identity, both personal and collective, is constructed. And an essential component of that construction is the notion of the non-self, or “other,” which is equally a mental construct. For Hegel, the self requires the other, not only to establish the boundaries of its own identity but also to expand those limits.3 Its impulse is therefore to seek the different. Encountering difference it considers inferior, the self simply imposes its own values, the basis of colonialism. Faced with difference it considers its equal, the self tends to identify with it, and confronted with difference it regards as superior, it seeks to acquire that trait without losing its own identity. As Hegel saw it, the impulse to search for difference was a particular feature of the nineteenth-century European mindset:


The principle of the European mind is, therefore, self-conscious Reason which … opposes the world to itself, makes itself free of it, but in turn nulls this opposition, takes its Other … back into itself, into its unitary nature. In Europe, therefore, there prevails this infinite thirst for knowledge which is alien to other races. The European is interested in the world, he wants to know it, to make this Other confronting him his own … the European mind strives to make manifest the unity between itself and the outer world. It subdues the outer world to its ends with an energy which has ensured for it the mastery of the world.4


For Hegel, it was not enough that the self simply recognize the other, however, it also needed the other to recognize it in return. In addition to its inherent otherness, Japan also met this second requirement of reciprocity. During the second half of the nineteenth century it was engaged in acquiring its own other, in the form of Western technology, but was being equally careful to maintain its own identity in the process, as it had more than a thousand years earlier when it adopted major elements of its language, laws, and political structure from Tang China. Again, Reyner Banham saw the strength of Japanese architecture similarly, as “an ability to accept so much from abroad without, finally, becoming colonially dependent on it.”5

The first written reports of Japan to appear in Europe after its reopening were read with enthusiasm, and the myth of a nation at the other end of the world that seemed to be the inverse of everything Western grew rapidly.6 There was an obvious motive on the part of foreigner writers and their publishers to emphasize such contrasts. Difference attracted readers. As competition to entertain Western audiences increased, however, reports of such contrasts began to be exaggerated, and in some instances were entirely fabricated. Many of these accounts were textbook examples of exoticism, the genre of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European art and literature founded on “the quality of being unusual and exciting because of coming (or seeming to come) from far away,” which “adopts a cultural perspective that is firmly entrenched in the conventions and belief systems of Western civilization and … constructs the East as the archetypical location of otherness.”7 In the case of Japan, the tendency to imagine differences, even in some cases when they didn’t exist, was magnified by a lack of reliable information. In the 1860s, then, it was possible to claim almost anything about Japan without fear of being contradicted by facts.

The dramatic accounts of the few Westerners to have visited Japan before 1870 were supplemented by romanticized images in the Japanese woodblock prints that had also begun to appear in Europe at this time. As more accurate reports of Japan began to arrive in the 1880s, however, it became clear, to some at least, that there was a considerable gap between the images of Japan presented in its feudal art and the reality of a rapidly modernizing nation. The Irish playwright and aesthete Oscar Wilde, for example, warned that


the whole of Japan [as depicted in Japanese art] is a pure invention.
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