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MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN JAPAN
Culture, Place, Tectonics
Instructor: Dr. Ariel Genadt,
arge@upenn.edu
Fall Term 2022, Thursdays, 3:30-6:30 pm

COURSE OVERVIEW

This seminar explores the diversity of forms and meanings that architecture took on in
th

Japan since its industrialization in the 19 century. With this focus, it poses wider
questions on the capacity of construction, materials and their assembly to express and
represent cultural, aesthetic, climatic, social and political concerns. Rather than an
exhaustive survey, the course demonstrates salient topics and milestones in Japan’s
recent architectural history, as a mirror of parallel practices in the world. It examines
drawings, images, texts and films about architects whose work and words were
emblematic of each topic.
After an introduction to the geography and climate of Japan, canonical public buildings,
both religious and civic, are introduced, as these would reappear as references
th

throughout the work of 20 century architects. Resistance to environmental forces and
resilience are presented as two approaches to living within fūdo (place or climate). An
overview of domestic architecture and teahouses sets the ground to understanding how
these have informed Japanese design to this day. A visit to Shofuso – Japanese House
and Garden demonstrates aspects of domestic architecture, in light of Tanizaki’s “Praise
of Shadows.” Next, the socio-political context for the establishment of architecture as a
profession in Tokyo is explained, with examples of the radical turn from carpentry to
masonry in the Meiji Era. F.L. Wright, Antonin Raymond, Bruno Taut and Le Corbusier’s
Japanese ‘disciples,’ are introduced through their contributions to importing modernist
ideas to the country. Their reception by local architects in the 1930s, like Sutemi
Horiguchi, Mamoru Yamada, Junzo Sakakura, and later Kenzo Tange, are elaborated
through the themes of tradition and creation, tectonic and technological expression, and
architectural defamiliarization.

本
の
近
代
建
築

The work of the Metabolist architects in the 1960s is equally
examined from these aspects, as well as pragmatic
technological aspects, and their similarities to contemporary
currents elsewhere. This is followed by questions of formal
expression and meaning in postmodern works of Arata Isozaki
and Tadao Ando. Isozaki raises the idea of abstract, nonreferential architecture, while Ando’s work raises other aspects
of abstraction in concrete. In contrast, later works by Kengo
Kuma demonstrate the use of architectural articulation and a
reappraisal of tradition towards ‘weak architecture,’ reflecting
a shift in the relation to the Japanese environment in the 21st
century. Kuma’s ideas and other architects’ reactions to the
March 2011 East Japan Earthquake, set the ground for
discussing the concept of architectural resilience. The course
concludes with works by Toyo Ito and SANAA and Ishigami
Junya and their respective versions of technology-enabled,
visual dematerialization.
For each class students read texts that present different views of the week’s topic.
These readings complement the lecture and films with the period’s architects’ voices.
Students will write responses to the readings and questions for discussion, which
require thinking critically on each topic and relating its principles to other contexts.
Course assignments include writing, drawing and digital modeling of a case-study.

