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Japanese Architects have a strong and continuous presence at the international 
stage of the architectural world. Their architecture is often perceived as being at the 
cutting edge of the architectural endeavour; it explores new approaches, technologies, 
shapes and materials . Yet it seems to contain something specifically 'Japanese'. If you 
want to couch this 'Japanese-ness' in a few representative terms, it would be some
thing like 'minimalism and simplicity', 'a close relationship between architecture and 
nature', 'the startling use of material combined with technical perfection and ultimate 
craftsmanship' or 'a preference of asymmetrical forms and ways of approach'. (As in 
the work of Tadao Ando, Kengo Kuma or Shigeru Ban for example.) All of these char
acteristics are often explained as being nurtured by the same fundamental principle: a 
particular Japanese aesthetic that forms the base of Japanese cultural identity. 

Figure 1: Medialized 'Japanese-ness': Kengo Kuma's Bamboo Wall House, Badaling, China, 2002. 
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Living and working in Tokyo, however, this identity slowly frays . There are spac
es crammed with things as well as large amounts of urban wasteland. There are glass 
and steel high-rise towers and fake materials or the mass of tile-clad concrete apart
ment buildings that can confidently be cited as one of the most frequent building types 
in urbanised Japan , massive structures with dark, smelly staircases or windy access 
balconies and colourful futons and laundry happily dangling from the balustrades. 

Figure 2: 'Real' Tokyo: tile-clad concrete buildings. (photo: The author) 

Japanese architects themselves seem to have quite a schizophrenic attitude con
cerning their cultural identity. If asked about the cultural implications of their work, 
they might answer, "It's really difficult to say what is Western and what Eastern", only 
to continue in the next paragraph with, " we [Japanese] never fill space with too many 
objects, we do not divide space and we always try to use rooms multi functionally. Ob
viously, simplicity and minimalism are found in the Japanese way oflife" (Ban, 2001). 
How can this schizophrenia be explained? How can the idea that 'the Japanese love 
minimalism and simplicity' still survive, when obviously their houses are crammed 
with things? And why is it still more common to link a contemporary Japanese archi
tect to their past cultural traditions than it is to a European, US-American or Latin
American example? 

There is a quote by Oscar Wilde saying: 
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"The Japanese people are the deliberate self-conscious creation of certain indi
vidual artists. [..] Infact, the whole of Japan is a pure invention. There is no such 
country, there are no such people." (Wilde, 1919, p. 45) 

This might be quite a satirical way to put it. Yet it hits one of the major points I 
want to make in this paper. As for architecture, I will argue, 'Japan and Japanese-ness' 
was created as a mutual endeavour driven by a complementary motivation: the search 
of European and American architects for inspiration outside the own, well known 
paths of history and territory (an interest in the 'exotic ') and the declared and un
conditional intention of the Meiji government to catch up with what was seen as the 
advanced European and American standards of 'modernisation' by absorbing and ap
propriating in an unprecedented effort 'Western culture'. Therefore in the following I 
will try to roughly outline the process of what I would call the 'shared creation of an 
imag inary Japan' in architecture. 

A Glance into History 

Early Meiji - Unfettered Modernisation 

In the late 19th century and particularly in the years following the so called Meiji 
restoration of 1868, Japan underwent so radical a change in all aspects of life that a 
contemporary foreign observer could not help but "feel preternaturally old", because 
while living "here [ ... ] in modern times , [ .. . ] he can himself distinctly remember the 
Middle Ages" (Chamberlain , 1891 cited after Gordon , 2003, p. 61). This impression is 
due to a rigorous reform that the Meiji government determinedly carried out, trans
forming what has been a congregation of fairly independent feudal domains governed 
by daimyos , centrally organised by the Tokugawa clan, into a modern nation state. 
This reform left no field of life untouched, it comprised the reorganisation of the land 
and the tax system as well as the introduction of technology and the establishment of 
various institutions according to western models: from compulsory education to the 
parliamentary system, from military to currency to health care. It reached far into such 
private and personal realms as food and dress, dwelling or the relationship between 
the sexes. 

In the field of architecture the reform took place at three different though closely 
interrelated levels: 

(I) The introduction of Western building styles and technologies, deemed adequate 
to house the newly established institutions which had no precursor in traditional 
Japanese architecture. The strong symmetry and imposing appearance of these 
buildings communicated to the Japanese as well as to foreign visitors that the 
Meiji government was equally strong and stable, and moreover, decidedly mod-
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ern and progressive (See Watanabe, 1996, p. 21 et sqq. and Frampton, 1997, p. 73 
et sqq.). 

(2) The systematic adoption of an educational system for the building professions 
modelled on the most progressive Western examples, establishing schools of 
engineering and universities (Imperial College of Engineering 1873, integrated 
1886 into Imperial University) and inviting Western experts, architects and en
gineers as teachers, advisors and instructors on a large scale. (These men often 
were themselves very young and had just finished their education.) (See Reyn
olds, 2001 , p. 9 et sqq. and Frampton, op. cit. , p.91 et sqq.) 

(3) The implementation of architectural discourse through the import of all main 
German, French and English architectural journals, the translation of books into 
Japanese and from the mid 1880s the establishment of architectural journals and 
magazines in Japanese (Kenchiku zasshi 1887, Shinkenchiku 1924, Kokusai 
kenchiku 1925).1 However, the whole-hearted embrace of all things Western by 
the Meiji government only lasted for about 20 years. From the late 1880s and 
especially from the turn of the century - after some political fights and the reor
ganisation of the government - an increasingly determined search of the 'own', 
a quest for a distinct Japanese identity began. Political leaders and intellectuals 
still widely agreed that the Western powers owed their strength to technologi
cal and organisational supremacy. A substantial number of important political 
figures had travelled extensively through Europe and the US (Twakura Mission 
from 1871 to 1873, where several dozens of people spent 18 months travelling) 
observing institutions, manners and practices, visiting schools, parliaments and 
factories . They admired what they saw. Being eager to neutralise the deep humili
ation experienced by Japan during the forced opening in the mid 1850s, and striv
ing at communicating on equal terms with the Western powers, they agreed that 
this could only be achieved by appropriating what they saw as Western superior 
modernity. While there was no way back in terms of technology, institutions and 
practice, identity was sought in particular Japanese values. Historian Andrew 
Gordan expresses this the following way: 

Toshio Watanabe (op. cit. , p. 21 et sqq.) notes, that after the completion of the Rokumeikan in 1883 
there was almost no public discussion. The Rokumeikan, built by Josiah Conder was designated to offer 
suitable housing for foreign visitors and host elegant parties, "it became a symbol of a way of life" (p.21). 
Yet, "the reaction by the Japanese media to this building as a work of architecture was virtually nil , 
though events relating to the Rokumeikan were frequently reported". Watanabe asks for the explanation 
for such a lack of commentary: "Another major reason must be the fact that architecture was not yet 
regarded as properly pertaining to art; thus there was no tradition of discussing buildings in aesthetic 
terms." (p. 26) 
A few years later, on the occasion of commissioning the Imperial Diet building, an intensive discussion 
on appropriate styles and appearance took place. From its earliest plans in 1886 to its final construction 
in 1936 panel discussions and several competitions were held (Reynolds, Art Journal 53, Fall 1996, p. 
38 et sqq.). Of course this vivid public interest in the aesthetic form of the building was due to its impor
tance as a national symbol, yet it sheds light on the formation of national and cultural identity in Japan as 
well as on the importance of the development of public discourse for this formation . 
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"Perhaps the most powerful value was said to be a unique conception of beauty, 
an aesthetic sense rooted in art and in the natural environment. A special aes
thetic and moral sense could serve as a cultural anchor in a time of great change. 
[ .. j From the late nineteenth century to the present day, this desire to define a 
Japanese essence has been a near constant concern, at times an obsession, of 
Japanese cultural and intellectual life. " (Gordon, op. cif., p. 113) 

In the field of architecture, however, this quest for an own identity did not just re
main a purely abstract undertaking, but was paralleled by many subtle but significant 
practical changes. While in early Meiji Western architects were commissioned exten
sively with public building tasks, from the late 1880s submitted designs were often 
rejected by the officials, be it for economical reasons, for aesthetic ones or because 
a Japanese architect was thought more appropriate. (The latter is especially obvious 
in the example of the National Diet Building.) Furthermore, after only seven years of 
teaching, Josiah Conder, who was invited in 1977 to establish the first curriculum of 
architectural studies at the Imperial University2, was replaced by Kingo Tatsuno, one 
of his former students. Academic training quickly passed into the hands of Japanese. 
The curriculum Conder had established was significantly changed too. Even in the 
early Meiji years only the design of the most important public buildings was given into 
the hands of foreigners. The vast majority of building activity - commercial and civic 
buildings - were still built by traditionally trained carpenters, or builder-contractors 
who came from traditional carpenters' families . These buildings were quite different 
in character from those commissioned by the government. They combined Western 
elements such as porches , balconies and ornaments quite freel y with traditional tiled 
roofs or timber-based building practices. But also in the academic field it soon became 
clear that training in exclusively Western building techniques and styles would be 
insufficient for the tasks that awaited the aspiring architects. Therefore in 1889 Ki
yoyoshi Kigo, a master carpenter, started to teach Japanese architecture at the Imperial 
University. He came from a family of master carpenters who had been working exclu
sively for the imperial household for generations. His approach to teaching was a very 
practica l one. He taught kiwariho, the traditional timber construction technique which 
was an expression of a living tradition rather than of an abstracted science. However, 
he al so initiated his students into conducting detailed field surveys, gauging important 
temples of the Kyoto and Nara region as well as Shinto shrines (See Wendelken , 1996, 
p. 28 et sqqV One of his students, Chuto Ito, published a graduation thesis on Horyuji, 
("Horyuji kenchikuron", an architectural theory ofHoryuji) one of the oldest Buddhist 
temples in Japan (7th century), in Kenchiku Zasshi in 1893. This can be seen as the 
beginnings of Architectural History in Japan (see Reynolds, 2001 , op. cit. , p. 16 et sqq. 
and Wendelken , op. cit. , p. 32). 

2 Condor was 24 when he came to Japan. He taught a total of twenty one graduates in a time of 
seven years (1877 - 1884) and continued to lecture for some further four years (Frampton, op. cit. p. 91). 

3 Wendelken notes that the important role of the carpenters in the development of modern Japanese 
architecture has been long underrated, in Western as well as in Japanese architectural discourse. Only 
since the late 1980s a revaluation process has begun. 
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Figure 3: Shrine and Temple style: Tsumaki Yorinaka, Nihon Kangyo Bank, Tokyo, 1899. 

These theoretical efforts as well as the training in traditional timber construction 
had important practical consequences: they initiated efforts at historic preservation as 
well as the emergence of a new architectural style, the shajiyo or Shrine and Temple 
style. As the name suggests, it was inspired by traditional shrine and temple architec
ture. 

These designs were housing modern institutions and relying on Western pro
grammes in plan, yet were built with traditional timber construction (see Wendelken , 
op. cit., p. 29 et seq.). With the growing nationalism of the 1930s the climate for archi
tectural experiments became more and more restricted. A 'Japanese touch' was also 
required for buildings in modern materials and technology. This led to the develop
ment of the so-called Nihon shumi (Japanese taste) or teikan yoshiki (imperial crown 
style) which can be described mockingly as "putting traditional roofs on modern struc
tures" (Reynolds, 2001, op. cit., p. 92). Exemplary for this whole process of inquiry 
into architectural history and the attempt of applying it to contemporary architecture, 
is the ongoing discussion of the National Diet Building from the late 1880s to its final 
construction from 1920 to 1936. 

Pictures of actual buildings during this time show that the various results bear 
more resemblance with contemporary international trends than with anything spe
cifically or traditionally Japanese. Thus the Shrine and Temple style buildings find 
their counterpart in the different Revival styles of European 19th century historici st 
architecture. Imperial crown style bears a strange resemblance to contemporary Nazi, 
fascist or Stalinist architecture. Besides these main trends there were examples for 
expressionism (Sutemi Horiguchi) and the sprouts of modernism in form of groups of 
enthusiastic, young architects, proclaiming fiery manifestos (Bunriha, Sousha). Al
though the efforts of investigating the own architectural heritage, trying to systemise 
it and describe it with an appropriate vocabulary, as well as trying to incorporate 



Astrid Edlinger 

63 
The Japanese Example - or the Art of Appropriation 

something of this heritage in actual buildings4 must be seen as a significant step in the 
construction of cultural identity, the concrete architectural forms they produced, did 
not survive in the second half of the 20th century. Instead the heavy hipped and gabled 
roofs of the Nihon shumi have become associated with the nationalistic regime of the 
30s and 40s and have as such been dismissed since World War 11. The reason why the 
work of Japanese architects of today is still ascribed certain characteristics that are 
perceived essentially Japanese must thus be searched for elsewhere. 

The Seed of Modernism (producing 'Japanese-ness' from the outside) 

It seems that the many details, the various styles and types of building of the ac
tua l historic tradition would have to be transformed into a lighter, more airy substance 
to be able to be passed on into the second half of the 20th century. I will argue that this 
process of 'essence extraction', that indeed is as much a process of creation, cannot 
be understood without the influences and particular interests from outside Japan and 
the impact of mediatization ("media overflow"?) - that is, the prol iferation of printed 
images. 

Figure 4: National Diet Building, Tokyo, 19365. 

4 See Muramatsu, Teijiro (1988): Kindai wafO kenchiku. Tokyo: Kajima Shuppankai; for a detailed 
analysis of the various currents and styles of "Japanese-style" architecture in the late 19th and first half 
of the 20th century. 

5 See Reynolds, Jonathan M. (1996): Japan's Imperial Diet Building. Debate over Construction of a 
National Identity. Art Journal 53 , p. 38 et sqq. for a detailed discussion of the construction. 
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What Andrew Gordon does not mention in the above citation, is that the obses
sion to define a Japanese essence was not just a Japanese concern. It was shared by 
many Westerners. It is no exaggeration that the Japanese cultural identity would not 
have been constructed the way it was without the Westerners dream of Japan as a kind 
of Utopia, where the world was still in a state of ideal. A place where man and nature 
were one and where the alienation felt in a more and more complex, industrialised and 
artificia l world could miraculously be healed . While this was true for many 'exotic' 
places the particularity of Japan is that its political and intellectual leaders managed to 
appropriate not only material culture and Western ideas, but even Western orientalist 
dreams of Japan, and use them for their own purposes.6 

These Western dreams of Japan mushroomed immediately after the World Ex hi
bitions held in London 1862 and in Paris 1867 and a 'Japan boom' created a sensation in 
the Western world. Of course it was not architecture that was discussed, but the small 
and flat objects of daily culture, paintings and the famous wood prints of Hiroshige or 
Hokusai. Soon numerous books and articles were published by Western authors. Often 
these writers had never set foot on the Japanese arch ipelago, yet they developed exten
sive theories on Japa n, its art and its people. One of them was James Jackson Jarves, 
an American art critic liv ing in Florence, Italy, and hi s book A Glimpse at the Art of 
Japan from 1876. He espec ially emphasised the affi nity of the Japanese to nature. As 
Ak iko Mabuchi notes in her introduction to the reprint of hi s book: 

"He focuses intently on the pantheistic view of nature in Japanese art, arguing 
that it is deeply rooted in the agrarian population, and praises how a frugal 
people far from Western affluence live in harmony with nature (p. 104). This per-

6 Why they were able to do so has less to do with some 'essential Japanese character' or particular 
'Japanese values', than with a multitude of complex reasons - a certain historical and economic condi
tion , and 'right timing ', some specific decisions by individuals or groups - that cannot all be given due 
treatment here. 
One of those reasons may be the experience the Japanese had with appropriating culture and religion 
from China. (Guth , Christine M. E.: Japan 1868 - 1945. Art, Architecture and National Identity. Art Jour
na153, 1996, p. 17, editor's statement. Guth writes here: "In many respects this dialectical relationship 
with China, Japan's traditional cultural mentor, set the stage for Japan's response to the West." See also 
David Pollack (1986): The Fracture of Meaning: Japan's Synthesis of China from the Eighth through the 
Eighteenth Centuries. Princeton, Princeton University Press.) 
Another may be the fact that even before the Meiji restoration Japan was one of the most urbanised 
societies in the world . (Gordon, op. cit ., p. 20 et sqq. Gordon notes, that by the year 1700, about 5 to 
6 percent of the Japanese lived in cities of over 100 000 inhabitants. In Europe at the same time only 
2 percent of the population were city dwellers. By 1720, the city of Tokyo had a population of 1 million. 
Only London, the most populated European town at the time, grew as large, but only by the turn of the 
next century.) 
Another still may be the intensive exchange of specialists, particularly in the field of architecture, but 
also at a general level. Still another may be the fact that the 'West' itself was in a period of great change 
and last but not least, the ability to contain the tensions within the different social groups in Japan by 
combining a system of firm control with a stable economic basis for all its members avoiding a dramatic 
split between rich and poor. 
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spective is not uncommon among Westerners when discussing develop ing coun
tries, and is based on the fo rmula of juxtaposing 'civilized' versus primitive' or 
'man-made' versus 'natural '." (Mabuchi, 1999, p. vet sqq.) 

While these late 19th century writings talk about Japan, Japanese art and Japa
nese people in general , in the early 20th century architecture increasingly begins to 
step into the focus of attention . However, the tenor remains the same. It is sti 11 the sim
plicity oflife and the affinity to nature that catches the regard of the Western observer. 
Bruno Taut and hi s book "Houses and People of Japan" can be taken as a prominent 
example. 

In one of the last chapters of his book, Taut gives a transcription of a conversa
tion that he had with one of his Japanese hosts, showing the di fferent points of view. 
While Taut is criticising ' all the new trash' and arguing in favour of what he sees as 
traditional Japanese architecture, Mr. Suzuki , his host, shows interest and amusement 
about Taut's views, but remains sceptical about the practicality of hi s ideas. Taut goes 
as far as promoting sitting and sleeping on the floor, announcing that he even plans 
to get rid of hi s bed once he gets home, and arguing further that the Japanese way 
of li ving is much hea lthier than that of spoilt city dwellers in Western culture. In the 
prev ious chapters Taut exposes at length what traditional Japanese architecture means 
for him: the Japanese house. A nd to him, it seems, there is only one Japanese house, 
respecti vely one type of house. If he would describe that type precisely, so he thinks, 
everything about Japanese architecture would have been sa id . 

Taut came to Japan in 1933 and stayed there until 1936 living most of the time in 
a small Japanese house. It is thi s house that his Japanese hosts had carefull y chosen 
for him and hi s wife, knowing all too well hi s preferences, he took as a model for 
traditional Japanese architecture in general. He was well aware himself how partial 
hi s view was and in the course of hi s prolonged stay he made some further research 
on di fferent kinds of farm houses, the lse shrine, Katsura detached palace and other 
examples he came across in the course of his stay. However, the basic tenor of his book 
and the basic concept of the Japanese house at its centre was not changed by these 
discoveries. Though in the beg inning he dec ided " to w ipe out of my memory as fa r as 
possible all 1 had read , leav ing for eva luation only the reality of my own impressions 
and experiences" (Taut, 1958, p. 26 et seq.), in the end he had to admit 

"[..} practical work and researches of an author even on the 1I10st abstract of 
subjects are entirely based on his leading idea. Even when dealing with a subject 
in many volumes, it seems impossible to exhaust all its possibilities. There must 
always be selection. And that selection, as to material, methods and terms of re} 
erence, will befixed by the point of view taken by the scholar. [..} Looking back 
over my own work, it seemed to me that I had only tried to draw water out of the 
ocean by means of a cup; and now 1 became painf ully conscious of the smallness 
of this cup " (Ib id., p. 256). 

Taut 's leading idea , that guided him all the way, were the ideas of emerging mod
erni sm in Germany. Before arri ving in Japan, he had built trend-setting residential 
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colonies in Berlin. They were meant to combine two ideals of early modernism: func
tional simplicity and the provision of cheap yet bright and comfortable lodging for 
people from the lower ranks of the social ladder. These rational and socially progres
sive ideals, however, were not the only motives underlying architectural modernity. 
An equally important drive - yet often ignored because apparently contradictory - was 
a deep antipathy against the alienation of modern man in an ever more artificial envi
ronment and a rejection of urbanity. At the abysmal bottom of its heart architectural 
modernism was a backwardly orientated endeavour. This is true especially for its early 
German version, but also for Frank Lloyd Wright, who, not coincidentally, had an 
equally strong interest in Japan. 

Profoundly frustrated with the aftermath of the industrial revolution , these artists 
and architects were yearning for a different society in a different world. The 'Bauhaus' 
- that became one of the cradles of modernism - owes its name to the medieval guilds 
of master builders who constructed the gothic cathedrals. Johannes ltten , mainly re
sponsible for the delineation of the curriculum at the Bauhaus, was a follower of some 
obscure mythical orientalistic philosophy.7 Taut finally writes illustrated essays, one 
of them titled "Auflosung der Stadte" (dissolution of cities) in which he calls for a mer
gence of architecture into nature. 

This yearning for the past, for a unity with nature or faraway cultures was paired 
with cool rationalism and ideals of simplicity when it came to architectonic form. No 
wonder he finds in Japan what he is looking for, as he is only looking at what matches 
his vision . The buildings he is especially interested in are the simplest rural houses, 
the realm of poor but hard working people who still live in harmony with nature and 
have a purity of mind (as well as good manners). Their houses, so it seems, are results 
of pure functionality, the adaptation to climate and human form, and the philosophy 
of Zen. They do not have any representational function, that is , anything that is su
perimposed on its primary functionality and adaptation to basic needs. And they are 
preferably empty, and composed of straight lines. Regarding the rest of architectural 
or cultural development in Japan he only feels disdain. When he finds an excessively 
curved or rustic wood, too much decor, western oil paintings, he brands it kitsch and 
bad taste (He is also quite aware, that there is much 'old Japanese trash' too, such as 
Nikko). With a furious vigour he attacks most of the contemporary buildings he has 
seen, depreciating "the crabbed pretentiousness, the ludicrous would-be modernity of 
the tin facades" and the " loud hideousness of this confusion of architectural styles". He 
hates Tokyo. He asks: "What had become of the refined vision of the Japanese, whose 
scenery was so admirably fitted to sensitize the optic nerve?" (Taut, op. cit., p. 2.) 
Should he add: "- in my imagination"? Bruno Taut died in Istanbul just one year after 
his book was published. His work - especially in relation to Japan - became almost 

7 See for example: Oas fruhe Bauhaus und Johannes Itten, exhibition catalogue. Berlin , Weimar, 
Bern 1994. 
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forgotten.8 The moti f of ' the Japanese house', however, proli fera ted. Tetsuro Yoshida 
had already published a book entitled "Das Japanische Wohnhaus" in German with a 
German publi sher in 19359

, two yea rs before Taut's " Houses and People of Japan" ap
peared, relying partiall y on the same examples , even using identica l photographs, but 
very di fferent in approach and design. Yoshida - though not di rectly a member - had 
been related to the Japanese ea rly moderni st group Sousha (Creation of the Universe 
Society, established 1923) who shared the visionary spirit with Taut and hi s German 
colleagues. 1O In the introduction, Yoshida notes that on the occasion of hi s tr ip to Eu
rope in \931/32 he was surprised by the great interest hi s European colleagues had 
shown in Japanese detached dwellings. This interest - and the obvious lack of fi rst 
hand information - was the motivation for writing his book. Despite having roughly 
the same objects of reference as fa r as buildings are concerned, there are some major 
differences in the two books. Taut 's concern was as much focused on the people who 
use them as on the build ings themselves . He describes daily practices and personal 
encounters. Though he has clear preferences he is not completely excluding what he 
di slikes and what might contradict hi s interpretation, therefore leav ing it for the read
ers to judge for themselves whether or not to follow his conclusions. Yoshida's intent 
is different. He aims at providing fac tual information on the topic, which was of such 
great interest to his European colleagues. Thus he provides stati stica l data on climate 
and population as well as numerous floor plans, elevations and detail drawings. Most 
importantly, the first German edition had an aesthetica lly sophisticated design but only 
little text. It therefore can be seen as a precursor to that surge of large-sized books that 
began to be published from the late 1950s, featuring beautiful , minimali stic black and 
white photographs of selected buildings photographed from carefully selected angles, 
elegantly placed on the page, and provided with sparse commentary. 

It is often said that certain features of moderni st buildings, like the open floor 
plan, the opening of the wall s - allowing a merging of interior and exterior - the aban
donment of strict frontality and rigorous symmetry, the renunciation of playful curli -

8 Taut's book was first published in English by Tokyo-based Sanseido Publisher as a translation of his 
original German manuscript. It was reprinted in 1958 by Sanseido. The first German re-translation is as 
recent as 1997, edited by Manfred Speidel , who also recently published other books on Tauts relation
ship with things Japanese (Bruno Taut. Ich liebe die japanische Kultur. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag 2003). 
In Germany, this late appreciation of Taut 's work, especially his work about Japan, is particularly striking, 
but in my interpretation it provides just another example for the long lasting consequences of the 'Ver
treibung des Geistigen' (' the expUlsion of the intellect' - this is the title of the catalogue of an exhibition 
about the cultural politics of the Nazi regime, 1985) through the Nazi reg ime in Germany and Austria. In 
Japan however, Taut's work was well appreciated and until today Taut is one of the most respected of 
foreign architects. 

9 Yoshida, Tetsuro (1935): Das Japanische Wohnhaus. Berlin: Ernst Wasmuth G.m.b.H. Republished 
·in Japanese under the same title and the Japanese subtitle Nihon no jUlaku by Kajima Institute Publish 
ing 2002. 

10 See Reynolds (2001 ): op. cit. , p. 29 et sqq. for more information on early modernist movements in 
Japan and the Sousha in particular. 
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cues and non-functional decorative elements etc. have been influenced by Japanese 
traditional architecture, or more precisely, the traditional Japanese home. 

In a significant way, however, Japanese 'traditional architecture' has been created 
along with and contemporary to 'modernist architecture'. This 'creation' of course 
was not a physical one, but it was a true creation in the sense that a particular visual 
and verbal terminology was coined that set the paradigm for how modern architecture 
- and any architecture since then - has to be looked at and has to be talked about. I I 
As for the actual physical creation of various types and styles of traditional Japanese 
architecture l2

, in his essay "Mies and Japan" Hajime Yatsuka makes clear that these do 
not share the same technological and structural background as, for example, the Barce
lona pavilion. He argues that there are as many differences as there might be similari
ties, and that the latter are often produced by choosing favourable photographs. Lump
ing together the whole of traditional Japanese architecture and abstracting it from its 
historical and socio-economic context was another aspect that favoured comparison. 

On the occasion of the World Design Congress held in Tokyo in 1960, Japanese 
architects finally had their grand entrance on the international stage of contemporary 
architecture. Kenzo Tange showed his Tokyo Bay Plan and the Metabolist group ex
posed its ideas of an organically growing urban space based on the proliferation of 
individual cells. Again these fantasies reflected an international atmosphere of depar
ture, in which architects in different places of the world were setting out to cha llenge 
the modernist paradigm. But this time Japanese architects were at the cutting edge 
of that development - if not one tiny step ahead - thus being able to liberate them
selves from the stigma of being the eternal copyists of other cu ltures achievements. 13 

At the same time these developments accounted for a rising interest of the interna
tional architectural community versus Japan and its 'traditional' architecture. In the 
late 1950s Taut's and Yoshida's books were already re-edited. In the successive years 
new publications followed and their strong black and white photographs permanently 
shaped the image of Japans architecture outs ide Japan , so for example Kenzo Tange's: 

11 See for example the reasons and significance for the emergence of the concept of 'space' in ar-
chitecture in the late 19th and early 20th century. (I have analysed this topic in more detail in chapter 1.1 
and 1.2 of Raum/raumen. Geometrie - Lebensraum - Cyberspace. Zum architektonischen Raumbegriff 
im 20. Jahrhundert. MA thesis, University of Applied Art, Vienna, 2002.) 

12 Residential architecture in Japan develops from the structurally simpler form of shinden-zukuri 
which basically means a complex of several buildings each constructed as a single room space, to the 
more and more complex forms of shoin-zukuri in the late medieval period, and derived from it, sukiya
zukuri . This development means technical, structural as well as spatial changes. 

13 I would like to thank Julian Worrall for this useful hint and for relinquishing me the paper, which I 
could not find published. 
This can be seen as the beginning of the development of a 'second' Japanese identity in architecture. 
This 'second' identity is rather connected to 'complexity and contradiction' and to the city of Tokyo 
than to 'simplicity and minimalism' and Katsura detached palace. However, the 'first' identity persists 
untouched and parallels the 'second'. 
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Katsura, Tradition and Creation in Japanese Architecture including an essay by WaIter 
Gropius. 

Conclusion 

The passage by Oscar Wilde that I cited in the beginning of this text has a con
tinuation: 

"And so, if you desire to see a Japanese effect, you will not behave like a tourist 
and go to Tokio. On the contrary, you will stay at home and steep yourself in the 
work of certain Japanese artists, and then, when you have absorbed the spirit 
of their sty le, and caught their imaginative manner of vision, you will go some 
afternoon and sit in the Park or stroll down Piccadilly, and if you cannot see an 
absolutely Japanese effect there, you will not see it anywhere." (Wi/de, op. cit., 
p.45 et seq.) 

Finally, this is the most important aspect about Japanese cultural identity and - if you 
like - the secret of its success: 'Japanese-ness' (whether in architecture today or in art 
in the times of Oscar Wilde) is not bound to any geographic location or any ethnic or 
even cultural community. As an aesthetic idea it has become universal. It has become 
a style and just as 'Gothic ' or 'Baroque' - though having originated in France or Italy 
- are neither restricted to these national or cultural boundaries nor to French or Ital
ian natives as producers, anybody who - to employ Wilde 's words - "has absorbed 
the spirit of the style", can produce 'Japanese' architecture. Australian Architect Sean 
Godsell , for example, does so very well. 

Figure 5: Mediatized 'Japanese-ness': Katsura detached palace in Tange's book. (Tange, Kenzo ed. 
(1960): Katsura , Tradition and creation in Japanese architecture (Katsura - Nihon kenchiku ni okeru den
tou to souzou): Tokyo: Zokeisha Publications. Carver, Norman F. (1955): Form and Space of Japanese 
Architecture. Tokyo: Shokokusha .) 
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Figure 6: As Japanese as the Japanese: Sean Godsell's Peninsula House, Victoria, Australia , 2002. 
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