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Of the Theories and Practices of Reinforced Concrete in the Society of Architecture of Japan during the 1910s

For Japan, the period from the end of the Russo-Japanese War to the Great
Kanto Earthquake (1906-1923), or approximately the decade of the 1910s, is
the era when reinforced concrete (RC) developed rapidly right after the very
early introduction of the technology itself. Meanwhile, the sphere of architectural
thoughts was flourishing as well, in which manifold thoughts were interwoven
with the new material and technology, i.e., RC.

This study, therefore, takes a look into the conceptions, both technical and
ideational, and the practices of RC in that era for revealing the tribute of RC to
the society of architecture in Japan. From the theories in the textbooks and the
technical articles in the magazines then, it can be confirmed that the technologies
of RC in Japan had reached a relatively high level by the end of the 1910s, as
the calculations and the basic manners of construction were already similar with
today’s knowledge. And a peak of the popularization of RC can also be discovered
in the middle of the decade. About the ideational conceptions of RC, under the
overwhelming trend of “RC and new style”, which even lasted throughout the
WWI, manifold manners were proposed, including the abstract principles like the
truth of structure, no imitation of historical styles, together with the specific ideas
like simple form, free shape, curtain wall system, rigid frame, surface dealing, etc.
Considering the feverish discussions about RC, this study takes a further step to
inspect the works from the figures who had the most influential or featured talks
(under progress) for verifying their ideas on RC, from which various proclivities
such as the implementation of American office building, the exploration of RC in
traditional architectural forms, and the manner of symbolization can be configured.
Overall, all the facts revealed in the study show the diversity of the thoughts on RC
as well as the practices of this technology throughout the 1910s, which had begun
leaving the realm of eclecticism, and heralded the germ of the architecture of the
next decade in Japan. Moreover, this study aims at not only helping understand the
history of architecture in a specific country, but also offering another perspective

for rethinking the legend of modernist architecture.
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A study of Underground space implementation & development in

Japan

Gate to the Underground Hallway of the
Asahi Beer Oyamazaki Villa Museum of Art
designed by Architect Tadao Ando
(Personal Photograph)

POV from the gate to the underground

Gallery of the Kyocera museum called the
“Triangle” designed by Architects Jun Aoki
& Tezzo Nishizawa

(Personal Photograph)

DRIDI Waddah

Japan has always been a leader in terms of underground space used in urban
areas. With the country counting some of the densest metropolises in the world,
while at the same time, lacking significantly in buildable terrain, which is becoming
a very scarce commodity in city centers, Japanese Architects and city planners
have always found innovative methods to integrate underground space in the most
efficient way possible especially since Japanese cities are continuously in quest for
urban densification and intensification of its urban layout.

Underground space is now playing a major role in the development of Japanese
cities, not only in terms of infrastructural projects, but also in terms of urban
lifestyles and city development strategies as well. Existing urban centers are
broadening their functions in order to respond to the city’s demands, while on
the other hand, some existing buildings are seeking more space to further expand
their programs and keep up with its surrounding urban landscape development.
This research project intends to investigate the scope of innovation in underground
space uses in the city and its implementation and adaptation to meet the evolving
needs and to address the upcoming challenges in existing urban landscapes.
Through adopting an exploratory research approach to examine underground
urban models in Japanese cities and analyzing examples of buildings that
undertook underground extensions, this study intends to elucidate on the adapted
strategies and subterranean solutions that can be introduced in continuously
developing urban contexts.

The main goal of this research is to achieve a substantial understanding of the
elements involved in developing efficient underground interventions on existing
urban areas and buildings, to then suggest adapted strategies that can be used
to successfully accommodate any future needs in terms of subterranean urban
solutions. The study will also emphasize on the impact and relevancy of the local
culture and heritage on urban behaviour toward underground architecture, its
reputation, degree of acceptance, possible uses, etc. Hopefully this research
will not only achieve these goals but also provide more academic support to
behavioural studies in urban contexts in general and benefit Groundscape planning
and management in the future.

Currently the research project is in its early phases which consist of onsite
observations and analysis of large-scale underground hubs, such as the Osaka
Umeda area and Tokyo Marunouchi, with the aim of establishing an initial
understanding of the complexity of the components of these major projects.
The next phase, it will be the generation of a database containing structured
information regarding existing buildings that undertook underground extension in

Japan.
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La disparition du jardin japonais pour la maison?

When we travel to the heart of Kyoto we are led to discover
the Entsu-ji Temple which was once an Imperial villa. The most
striking element when visiting it is the construction of the house
by the Kyoto landscape. It is nature that organises the interior
of the house and not the other way around. Nature is king and
man adapts to it. Moreover, these buildings show a nature that
is everywhere and in all forms: mountains, trees, rocks, bushes,
moss, water. This gives us the impression that we are literally
living in the forest simply covered by a roof: the wind, the
smells, the insects, the temperature, everything passes from the
inside to the outside.

Then, Nicolas Fievé in the book Atlas Historique de Kyoto in his
article called "Les Jardins Aristocratiques" reminds us of the
importance of the presence of nature in an urbanisation which
tends to make it disappear. A possible translation could be
"During the ancient period, the creation of gardens was probably
the result of a need to replace a wild nature that was no longer
present in the urban environment, and there was a subrogation
of the values specific to the natural elements that made up
the garden: for the Japanese, stones, water, and waterfalls
possessed particular energies and magical powers. It was
necessary to be in contact with them every day and, therefore,
to install them near the houses”. Thus, in this case it seems to
be a reinterpretation of perfect nature. The author adds later
that in this garden all the seasons should be represented, hence
the presence of a maple tree, a plum tree, a cherry tree. Thus,
nature is an essential part of the Japanese garden and house, as
it could be in France the parvis in front of a church. One does
not exist without the other.

However, let us be careful, these works were built by and for
wealthy people. What about the ordinary people? I think it is
important to look at the current constructions of the population,
without which a possible generalization is not possible. The
machiya of Kyoto seem to me to be a good example. Indeed, they
constituted most of the buildings in the city center 50 years ago
according to the Atlas Historique de Kyoto 1 produced under
the direction of Nicolas Fievé. These city dwellings were atypical
for their thin and long plots. In spite of this, Japanese society
does not erase the garden and nature that is so important to
them, as Koji Yagi states in his book: "the harmony between
interior and exterior is preserved, and the garden plays a central
role".

Finally, Kyoto itself is originally built in connection with the

geography and its landscape: surrounded by mountains of
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about four hundred meters, symmetrically located between two
mountains Hiei and Atago of nine hundred meters, between two
small hills Yoshida and Narabi, and between two rivers Tenjin
and Kamo. Its main North-South axis is directly oriented towards
the small mountain located in the North: Funaoka. This close
link with nature is specific to Japanese belief.

Thus, everything seems to be linked in this short and non-
exhaustive summary, to nature. Nevertheless, during my recent
cycling trips in and around Kyoto, the new constructions of
houses seem to have little or no link with this tradition that
forged Japan. Nature is absent, so much so that all the places
that could be planted are covered with concrete slabs. There
are no gardens and everything seems artificial. These houses
are built by construction companies such as Panahome from

Panasonic or Sekisui and Mitsuii. A question comes to my mind:

has globalisation made the Japanese "lose" this tradition ?

Picture : 663highland, 2010, “ Entsu-ji Kyoto”,
View of the landscape from the main room. You can see how the layout

of the house is organised according to the layout of the landscape.

. - J
My own picture, Sakyo-ku, Kyoto-shi, June 2022
View of a random contemporary house from a construction company.

Here there is no nature, everything seems artificial.
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Designing architecture in Japan

How to start an architectural project? This is the question that
can be asked when you are not familiar with this field. And it's
a question that, I know today, has a different answer depending
on the country. In France, we start a project in more or less
the same way: a delimited piece of land, a site: we place the
project in a very precise context from the start. The objective
is to know the project site by heart, to evaluate its needs, to
know its history, the typology and morphology of the buildings
surrounding the site. The analysis of the site takes a lot of space
from the beginning of the project and serves as a starting point.
Then the design is set up first by built forms, volume research in

mass plan and model in order to fit in the best way in the site.

So how do you start a project in a master studio at Kyoto
University? We understand that the project will revolve around
the Kyoto station. This is an interesting issue because Kyoto
Station is a remarkable building in the city, although its activity
is concentrated in the north of the city. The south of the station
is indeed a bit neglected, which creates an important contrast
and divides the city in two parts. It is therefore an area to be
developed according to the city of Kyoto, but we do not have
more information. The first studies of the site are then mainly
focused on the study of the activities. Then we begin the
project, and discover the projects of the other groups. Where
the French students pay a lot of attention to the outdoor spaces,
the Japanese students' projects focus more on the activities. The
proposed design is about entertainment, and this entertainment
is commercial, or at least it's about consumer activities. Indeed, I
remember one of the projects in particular, a kind of patchwork
of activities: izakayas, sento, cafes... As if making an attractive
project was in the number of activities proposed, whether it
would attract the public or not, rather than in the quality of
the spaces designed. So public space has a completely different
image in the imagination of French students and Japanese
students, for whom public spaces automatically become

commercial spaces. So how to create a public space in Japan?

Let's take the example of Miyashita Park, in Tokyo by Nikken
Sekkei. It's a large multi-story commercial complex in the heart
of dense Shibuya where people come to inhabit the roof with a
large open public space during the day, somewhat like the High
Line in New York. But we realize that this development is above
all a set of commercial activities. It is in fact a kind of open

shopping mall whose aerial park is mainly used for its Starbucks
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around which visitors gravitate with their plastic cups and, on
the first floor, a succession of izakaya certainly animated but not

very authentic.

Miyashita Park, Starbucks on the roof (Archdaily)

So, what surprised me in Japan and continues to surprise me is
the fact that absolutely everything is arranged. There are very
few natural spaces left untouched, and any development will
be in some way related to the activity of consuming. A public
space is necessarily a commercial space and this is what makes
it an attractive space. The way of working in France, with more
typologies in the built forms, is very different from Japan where
we will think more of "patchwork" sets of commercial activities
which will constitute a remarkable building in the heart of the
urban density. Thus, I still wonder about the future of the design
of public space in Japan, in a society where consumption is

necessarily questioned.
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