


Open Architecture for the People
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1950 brought about by the Industrial Revolution flowed to the production of
buildings and homes, and designs were influenced by modern ideas.
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“Too little attention has been paid in English language publications to contem-
porary developments in Japanese architecture and built environment, aside
from the “starchitects” or the embattled vernacular traditions. Yet inside Japan,
a lively discourse is ongoing into much deeper transformations of Japanese
architecture. At a time of depopulation and resource limits, coupled with
a deep cultural reverence for traditional social structures, Japanese architectural
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Preface
Why I chose to discuss open architecture

“Architecture” versus Buildings

The Robie House designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, Villa Cook and the La
Tourette Monastery by Le Corbusier, Villa Karuizawa by Junzo Yoshimura,1

Daikan Yama Apartment House by Fumihiko Maki,2 Sea Ranch by MLTW.
It may be puzzling to those who do not specialize in architecture, but these
structures are masterpieces designed by world-renowned architects of the
20th century.

When I entered the Department of Architecture at the University of Tokyo,
my classmates’ and my first assignment was to draw a colored perspec-
tive of these masterpieces. However, the plan and elevation, which the
professor distributed, did not depict color. As a result, every weekend
we would go to architecture bookstores, searching for books with pic-
tures of these architectural masterpieces. Exchanging information among
classmates was also critical. Through these processes, we eventually
became familiar with each architectural work and the architect who
designed it. I brought a huge drafting desk into my small dorm room
and drew many colored perspectives. Students living in the same dormi-
tory, who were working with other professors in other departments,
regarded me as an “architect.” By the time I started sleeping underneath
the drafting desk, I felt a surge of pride to have undertaken such
a peculiar and specialized profession.

This is only one example, but I think most people who enroll in the
Department of Architecture probably have more or less the same kind of
experience when entering this world of Architecture. I can easily imagine
what happens next. Every day, you learn more and more names of archi-
tects and their works. Then, in order to understand those works object-
ively, you start reading criticisms. You will be living in the world of
Architecture. You would naturally start observing and evaluating architec-
ture as “works” by “architects.” Eventually, those buildings which are not
“works” will become invisible to you. You will walk straight to the target
“work” with a camera in hand without looking once to the other
buildings.



Such architecture students often do not regard the buildings which form
their town as “Architecture.” Those buildings do not appear in architecture
magazines, and according to what they learned in design courses at univer-
sity, are not designed at all. However, we live our daily lives in towns made
by buildings. The vast majority of us do not live in Architecture.

Sooner or later, students in the Department of Architecture recognize
this contradiction. In my case, I may not have come to this realization
until I was in graduate school. Buildings were not my concern as I was
dreaming of Architecture. However, as soon as I realized this contradic-
tion, I reached the understanding that Architecture and Buildings are made
in the same way. Each land parcel has an owner with his/her own circum-
stances, plans, and preferences. The results corresponding to the taste of
each just happened to be Architecture or Building. When I reached this
understanding, the distinction between Architecture and Building became
inconsequential. More than that, I developed an antipathy, from an archi-
tect’s perspective, towards the possibility of building anything according to
each owner on such cramped plots. I resented the crowds of “Pencil Build-
ings” competing to be original but each equally ugly. I think this is
a typical pattern for architectural students.

My rather conventional sense of aesthetics was totally turned on its head
by a single phrase. I was riding a taxi through Tokyo with a professor
from the Delft University of Technology, looking at the street full of Pencil
Buildings. The professor told me, “This is why I like Tokyo. Buildings can
be built according to each person’s taste on each piece of land. This is
exactly the ‘landscape of democracy.’ In Europe, this can never happen.
We are ordered to make uniform the color, the height, and the wall line.
There is no freedom in design. I envy Tokyo so much.”

Since hearing these words, my positive feelings have grown towards the
chaotic townscape of Japan, made up of freely designed Buildings. This
view is certainly a minority within the Japanese architectural community,
but I cannot help feeling this way.

The professor’s word “democracy” touched my heart, as an architectural
student torn between Architecture and Building. By raising the walls of
academic, artistic, and technological expertise to guard the world of Archi-
tecture, had we not forced a utopian image of architecture onto people
outside of the profession?

Let’s take “democracy” to mean a system conceived to foster happier
and more prosperous lives of the people. In that case, merely because
Architecture and Buildings are built according to each owner’s taste on
each privately-owned piece of land, is it really fair to call that the "land-
scape of democracy”? Personally, I do not think so. In general, “democ-
racy” seems much more preferable than the forced value created by the
fortress of Architecture, guarded by high walls as a specialized discipline.
But what can “democracy” in architecture really be?
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A state that can be called “democracy”?

For a long time, I pondered this question. But the answer was not obvious.
The walls protecting Architecture as a specialized discipline had been earn-
estly constructed during the modern era of Japan and, as a result, were tall
enough and sturdy enough to withstand attacks. Looking at the lives of
people living in Buildings, which were constructed everywhere, there were
very few hints of greater happiness or prosperity.

Architecture and Building stood before my simple question. The same
social situation established both Architecture and Building, namely
modernization.

Modernization was a movement inspired by the motivation to redistrib-
ute unevenly distributed goods, energy, technology, and knowledge to
every corner of the nation and the world. This movement was accompan-
ied by the vision that everyone could enjoy a modernized life. Architecture
was a symbol of this vision. Further, the prevalence of technology and
knowledge provided the economic drive to construct a vast number of
Buildings. During this grand movement, the opinions and self-motivation
of the people, who were the users of architecture, were largely ignored.
There were moments, especially after the 1960s, when this kind of attitude
was criticized but overall the situation did not change.

However, today more than a decade into the 21st century, the situation
has changed dramatically. There is an overflowing stock of technology and
architecture accumulated by modern society. It seems to me that society is
now ready for people to begin effectively using those accumulated stocks
to forge new ways of living and working.

For example, the increasing vacancy rate of old apartment buildings
posed a major problem for management. By modifying the contract so that
the inhabitants can change the interior decoration and finishing, the uni-
form units could be colorfully designed according to each inhabitant’s
taste. New relationships blossomed in the neighborhood when neighbors
started helping each other with DIY projects on the weekend, much like
sports clubs. In this case, the apartment building was not only full but
there was a waiting list of people who wanted to live there after hearing
about it. Let us consider another example. In the center of a mid-sized
city, where the increasing number of vacant houses and buildings showed
no signs of stopping, a number of migrants from the city were able to rent
the spaces cheaply and start small businesses. In less than five years, eighty
of these small businesses had been created. An artist, who wanted to make
an art center and share information around the world, remodeled a closed-
down school in Tokyo into an art center where 800,000 people now
gather every year.

The efforts by users, not architectural specialists, were able to convert
existing buildings into happier and more prosperous living places for
people. This movement is becoming apparent all around Japan. I think
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that people have started following their aesthetic sense to edit the stock of
technology and architecture, accumulated in modern society. I can now
hope to see a “democratic landscape” – which once existed only in my
imagination – built through the efforts of these people.

Opening the world of Architecture

This book looks ahead to the near future, when the world of Architecture,
which was once heavily guarded by architectural experts, will be opened to
ordinary people. Further, the future will be marked by efforts to under-
stand the historical significance of this shift and to figure out ways to
make this shift result in something better. Many have great expectations
that a new world will arise, which is vastly different from the existing
closed world of Architecture dominated by professionals.

However, nothing will change by waiting. What can we do to open the
world of Architecture and create spaces for a happier and more fruitful life
for the people? There should be a “manner” that is fitting to the era. In
this book, I will look back on the history of architecture from the view-
point of “Openness.” I will try to find the seeds of the “manner” buried in
history. Further, I will consider the examples of activities undertaken by
people in various places to find hints for the future, which began develop-
ing in this century. In the final chapter, I would like to describe the future
“manner” of managing real estate. Please join me for this journey through
Japan’s architectural history.

Notes
1 1908–1997. One of the leading modern architects in Japan. After graduating

from Tokyo Fine Art University, Yoshimura worked for ten years under Antonin
Raymond. Antonin Raymond came to Japan with Frank Lloyd Wright in the
1920s and continued living in Japan, as a pioneer of modernist architecture in
Japan. Yoshimura became a professor at Tokyo Fine Art University in 1962.

2 1928–present. One of the leading architects in Japan. While studying in the
Department of Architecture at the University of Tokyo, Maki was a disciple of
Kenzo Tange. After his graduation, he studied at Harvard University and began
working as an architect in the USA. In 1979, he became a professor at the Uni-
versity of Tokyo.
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