
Japan entered the modern world in 1868, with the

advent of the Meiji Restoration, which was initiated in

response to the very real threat of foreign colonization.

Although the word “feudal” is controversial among

historians today, the nation had operated under a social

structure that fits our conventional understanding 

of that word during the Tokugawa Shogunate, and

remained deliberately isolated and unchanged for

hundreds of years. In rapid succession over the course

of the next two generations, it careened through 

social, cultural and technical transformations of unpre -

ceden ted speed and scope, starting with an embrace 

of Western ideas and values, followed by a reflexive,

xenophobic retrenchment enveloped in hyper-national -

ism and militarization, a devastating World War, the

foreign occupation it had originally feared, rapid

recovery and re-building, an economic bubble, a stock

market collapse, and finally regression, stagnation and

self-doubt.

The power of the media

A new generation now confronts an unbounded but also

uncertain and troubling future, along with the possi-

bility of equally dramatic upheavals, due to the geo -

political shifts now underway in both the region and 

the world, as well as within their own country. The

young architects of that cohort, at the bottom of an

inflexible ancestral hierarchy, are the standard bearers

of a proud, carefully conceived heritage, incrementally

crafted during these previous periods of unprecedented

change, as a collective expression of difference. That

fragile image, in turn, is also rooted in a profoundly

complicated national tradition, overlaid by what is

undoubtedly the most technically advanced and densely

saturated information society in the world.

Multiple forms of media constantly bombard the

senses in endless competition for visual and mental

attention in this “empire of signs” that French theorist

Roland Barthes has described so well. It is evident that

its youngest generation of architects are extremely

proficient in using its latest digital iteration to both

separate themselves from the crowded field of new

personalities that enter the profession each year, and in

leveraging the smallest, seemingly insignificant projects

into larger ones, with incrementally extensive global

reach. By strategically using the Internet and social

media, as well as the surprisingly effective device of

mini-exhibitions that now seem to be constantly on

offer throughout Tokyo and other major cities in Japan,

they are able to amplify the typical range of small, entry-

level projects available to young architects into sub -

stantial reputations and international fame.

While the use of the media is a time-honored way

for architects to get noticed, ever since Adolf Loos

launched Das Andere, and Le Corbusier followed suit

with L’Esprit Nouveau, this phenomenon of capitalizing

on the nexus between electronic hype and a complicit

curatorial underground that provides frequent, small,

pop-up exhibitions certainly is.1
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The latest generation that is the final focus of this

investigation must navigate an incredibly complicated

cultural landscape, but they also stand a chance of

finally being able to break free of many of the most

repressive parts of its gravitational pull, which have

ancient roots but started to coalesce at the beginning of

the Meiji Restoration a century and a half ago. To bring

the challenges they face into proper perspective and in

order to fully appreciate the disjunctions that confront

them, it is necessary to analyze the complex legacy of the

entirety of the proud public consciousness that they

represent. Among the many other, less daunt ing

options available, this elusive goal inevitably indicated

a roughly chronological, historically based frame work,

to position the next generation within a wider context,

culminating in a review of the most legible issues that

seem to characterize the work of young architects in

Japan today. The dendritic path of dis covery that

ensued uncovered several recurring themes, which in no

specific order include the following.

Sempai-Kohai: senior–junior
relationships and professional
genealogy

While apprenticeship continues to represent an import -

ant part of an architect’s education throughout the

world today, it is especially important to consider the

aesthetic and stylistic lineage that derives from such

relationships in Japan when trying to critique individual

projects within the context of the culture they repre-

sent. Japanese architects continue to observe the 

age-old Giri-On, or superior-subordinate protocol,

between a teacher, or Sensei and student or a master 

and an apprentice, which have remained intact in spite

of the rejection of the past fostered by the Meiji

Restoration. In fact, it has now become evident that 

the well-established, deeply entrenched hierarchical

relationships between those engaged in the building

trades not only survived this sudden, profoundly radical

collective bifurcation, but have also provided a critical

framework for future change.

This narrative of the venerable practice of appren -

tice ship in all trades and crafts has also extended to

architects, because of the unique way that the pro -

fession has evolved over time and is still viewed in Japan

today. Architects have historically been considered to

be just one of the many categories of Kenchikushi or

construction trades, and there is still no legal distinction

between them. While expressing respect for this

traditional habit of designers becoming builders, the

Japan Institute of Architects has voiced its concern

about the dangers posed by what could be construed as

a conflict of interest, eerily echoing a similar debate that

raged within the American Institute of Architects until

very recently, in which architects that also participated

in the building process were considered to be somehow

tainted by commercial interests and suspected of

compromising their values.

Giri-On relationships, as one of the hierarchies that

continue to both compartmentalize and standardize

social experience in Japan, are still perpetuated through

mutually reinforcing rituals, and it will be instructive to

track the ways in which they guide future careers.2

Doken Kokka: the Construction State

Another closely related challenge facing the next

generation is how to navigate the seemingly implacable

legacy of the trilogy of politicians, financial institutions

and contractors commonly referred to as the Doken

Kokka, or Construction State, which can be traced back

to the Meiji Restoration, and the fact that Japanese

architects have evolved, over the last century and a 

half, in a symbiotic relationship with the political and

economic forces that have transformed their nation. 

The so-called “big five” group of general contractors in 

Japan today, who are part of this triumvirate, are the

Kajima Corporation, Shimizu Kentetsu, Obasyashi

Gumi, Taisei Kentetsu and Takenaka Komuten, who

counted 70,000 employees between them in 2006, all

have very large design departments and all started as

carpenters’ guilds at the end of Tokugawa rule, or soon

afterward. Kajima Iwakichi started his “Kaisha” or firm

in 1840, Shimizu Kisuke in 1804, Obayashi Yoshigoro

in 1892, Taisei begun as Okura Kihachiro in 1887, and

Takenaka, which is the oldest, established by Takenaka

Tobei Masataka, in 1610.3 Each of these, and other

smaller firms that were formed at that time and have

thrived as their country has developed, were able to

quickly adapt from using traditional methods of wood

construction to the industrial material, such as steel,

glass and concrete, which the new, modern buildings

that were in demand required.
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Because Japan tied its economic, if not its existential

fate to the rising American star right after World

War II, it quickly became the first developed nation in

the Asia Pacific region. Due to Article 9 in its newly

adopted Constitution, which limited its defense budget

to a token amount to be spent for domestic protection,

Japan was also able to funnel the majority of the money

that would have otherwise been spent on a defense

budget into development. As soon as the Occupation

ended, architects were needed to re-design and re-build

an urban landscape that had essentially been eradicated

by war, and they were soon surfing on the providential

wave of prosperity provided by this deficit as well as

economic windfall provided by the Marshall Plan, and

were able to convert its war-time industries, the

Zaibatsu, to the production of military supplies that the

United States needed in the Korean War.

Within a mere three decades, and in spite of a

chronic shortage of raw materials of its own that forced

it to become an export economy, trade deficits dis -

appeared and Japan managed to leverage these advan -

tages into becoming the world’s second largest per

capita GDP, with an average annual economic growth

rate of 4 to 5 percent and a reputation as a global leader 

in technological excellence. In a scenario that echoes

Chinese growth today, trade surpluses increased and the

real estate market not only expanded domestically, but

Japanese investors also began to purchase foreign

properties on a large scale. This “miracle” was realized

incrementally through three periods of Post War

expansion. The first was the “Iwato Boom” or “high

economic growth period” of the late 1950s, of 10 per

cent per year, that occurred once basic infrastructure was

finally established, and the national focus shifted to

technology. The second boom was fueled by Prime

Minister Kakuei Tanaka’s “Re-modeling the Japanese

Archipelago” Program, which was launched in 1972 but

cut short by the “oil shocks” that followed soon

afterward. The third phase of this expansion was the

Heisei Boom from 1987 to 1990, followed by the crash

of the Japanese “Bubble Economy” the next year.4

The Doken Kokka, or Construction State, evolved

exponentially during these three phases of growth, from

initially addressing the essential need of replacing and

improving missing infrastructure to a financial behe moth

supporting the entire Japanese social safety net. Despite

a radically altered economic landscape during the “Lost

Decade” that followed this collapse, in which surpluses

morphed into huge deficits, a well-estab lished pattern of

massive public works projects con tinued, mostly because

they were seen as a way to reverse decline and stave off

unemployment. At the beginning of the crash, more than

40 percent of the Japanese annual national budget was

being funneled into construction.5

Due to their close, essentially indistinguishable asso -

ciation with contractors, and their mutual reliance on

official approvals and largesse, architects were inextric -

ably caught up in this addictive cycle as it transitioned

from infrastructure to “extra-structure” as a make-work

system that continued to enrich all con cerned. The latest

generation of their number has inherited this

nightmare, which threatens not only financial but

environmental disaster as the relentless leveling of the

archipelago rolls on.6

Revisiting the future

Modernism is another recurring issue that has once

again engaged the next generation of architects in

Japan, just as it seems to have absorbed their pre -

decessors and many others throughout Asia today.

Those who rebuilt Japan after World War II may have

literally had to begin from the ground up, but they did

have the benefit of a sound theoretical framework to

start with. Modernism, with both a large and small 

“m,” along with the wholesale adoption of Western

styles and values that accompanied it, had been

introduced almost 80 years earlier, during the Meiji

Restoration in 1868, and to contextualize that frame -

work, the debate that followed between the advocates

of tradition and those for change is presented in some

detail here. Modernism, with a capital “M” was

eventually deemed to be too liberal and revolutionary

to serve a war-time Imperial purpose, but after that

enormously destructive period ended it re-emerged as

not only the symbol of progress that it had been during

the Meiji era, but also as a political statement about the

victory of freedom and democracy over Fascism.

The choice of Kenzo Tange, along with Sachio

Otani and Takashi Asada, to design the Hiroshima

Peace Center and to rebuild this devastated city, and

the selection of Tange to also design the Olympic

Complex in Tokyo for the Games that were held there

in 1964 underscored the unmistakable national message
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that not only a modern re-birth but also recovery had

finally been achieved and that Japan had finally

returned from the ashes.

Modernism permeates the architecture that followed

as well. Historian Ioanna Angelidou has perceptively

noted that the Giri-On ritual also played an import-

ant role in this transition since, rather than resisting

Western innovation, “the relation of master and

disciple fostered the acceptance of modernist principles

as representative of progress and the subsequent ideal -

ization of modern architecture” and, subsequently, “the

discussion over tradition and adaptation nurtured an

architectural culture of dialogical manifestation through

a combination of practice and representation.”7

That intense and obdurate sense of national pride,

and the competitive hope of finally being able to

technically and economically prevail over a Western foe,

not only seems to have softened considerably, but has

arguably disappeared entirely. There is a new level of

sophistication in evidence that indicates that both the

memory of traditional constructs and the envy of

foreign forms is now irrelevant and that the seemingly

relentless cycle of assimilation and rejection of Western

values and aesthetics has finally ended.

A noticeable indicator of this new self-confidence is

an almost unanimous rejection of parametric modeling,

in favor of the less predictable heuristic discoveries

made possible by graphic investigation. The child-like

joy found in the first sketches that many young Japanese

architects use to reveal their ideas to themselves and

others, regardless of the technical difficulty of the final

scheme, is noticeably absent in the impersonal

computer graphics and lack of conceptual investigation

that seem to pass for design elsewhere in the developed

world today. They have courageously resisted the lure

of the electronic imperative in the early stages of project

evolution, in spite of the high level of technological 

skill they possess, in the understanding that algorithms

do not easily equate with tradition, and are unable to

translate the rich cultural heritage they represent.

New environmental imperatives: 
re-inventing nature

Empathy with and a reverence for nature and sensitivity

to its rhythms, further enhanced by geography that

heightens the poignancy of each of its four seasons, is

an integral part of that heritage, and has historically

inspired and informed both the spiritual and aesthetic

life of the Japanese people. That leitmotif also runs

throughout each of the chapters that follow, culmin -

ating in a polemical, structured commentary about the

very real prospect of a future in which, in spite of this

awareness, technology wins and nature is gone for

good. The early twentieth-century American poet Joyce

Kilmer famously said that “only God can make a tree,”

but that hasn’t deterred many of the young architects

presented here from trying to create suitable metaphors

of their own in anticipation of a time when real trees

disappear.8

The historical imperative

All of these topics revolve around one of the biggest

issues confronting Japanese architects today, which 

is their own history and how to assess, unravel and

negotiate it, and how to assimilate it in a way that allows

them to confront outside influences as well. And, since

this is Japan, where events that took place thousands

of years ago, and the architecture that resulted from

them are a daily source of discussion and reference, no

serious critique of the ways in which they are managing

to do that would be complete without at least an

annotated overview of that complex past.

As this narrative unfolds, it eventually becomes

obvious that no matter how distanced the work of any

of the architects discussed here seems to be from that

collective legacy, it remains to be discovered, in various

permutations, at different depths just below the surface,

and in spite of denials it can be shown to inform all of

the creative decisions they make.

This proof is more challenging with the latest

generation, who ostensibly seem to be the most

distanced from their heritage and talk and write far less

about it than their predecessors have. And yet, it is

there, and open to discovery to those with a critical 

eye and willingness to look for it. The danger here, 

of course, is falling into the trap of confirmatory bias,

in which one seeks information that is consistent with

personal beliefs or stereotypes, and selects accordingly,

to confirm them. And yet, the evidence presented

speaks for itself.9
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the droplets from the tip formed Onogoroshima, which

they then inhabited and populated.

Kagu-tsuchi, the God of Fire, who was the last of

their children, fatally burned Izanagi during child -

birth. This and the subsequent journey of Izanami to

the “Land of the Dead” mark a critical turning point

in the Kojiki, from creation to destruction, similar to

the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of

Eden in the Judeo-Christian tradition.2

The descent into Yomi

In passages that also echo similar motifs in other myths,

Izanagi followed his wife to the underworld, to bring

her back, but found she could not return because she

had “eaten at the hearth of Yomi.” He begged the Gods

to release her, but then, when he finally saw her horribly

disfigured body he ran away.3 A chase ensued, first by

Izanami’s female followers, then by the Goddess

herself, but Izanagi reached the gateway of Yomi first,

and rolled a boulder across it, sealing them inside. In

washing away the stench of death, Izanagi gave 

birth to the Goddess of the Sun, Amaterasu Omikami

(literally: “shining over heaven, great spirit”) the God

of the Moon, Tsukiyomi-no-mikoto (Moon Counting,

or Moonlit night), and the God of Summer Storms and

the Sea, Susano-o-no-Mikoto (“his swift, impetuous,

male-augustness”).

His father banished Susanoo-no-Mikoto from

Takama-ga-hara for both his neglect of his duties and

CHAPTER 1

The land and its people

History is never far away in Japan, to an extent that is

rare elsewhere in the world. A thousand years seem like

yesterday and the past is always foremost in the national

subconscious. This keen awareness of a unified memory

is even more evident among each generation of its

architects, who constantly refer to it, making at least a

rudimentary understanding of the entirety of their

cultural recollection an absolute necessity.

A belief in divine origins

An essential component of any cohesive cultural entity

is a binding foundation myth, and it is difficult to sur -

pass a belief in a divine origin as a collective claim to

authority. As in other mythologies, such as the Hindu

Ramayana, or the Theogony by Hesiod, which codified

the Hellenic pantheon or the Prose and Poetic Edda

and Icelandic sagas, which did the same for the Norse 

and Germanic cosmology, the deities described in 

the Japanese equivalent, The Kojiki or Record of Ancient

Matters, have a tantalizing com bination of super natural

and distinctly human traits, making it seem almost

possible that the stories are partially based on real

people.

The collective narrative in the Kojiki begins with a

God and a Goddess on a bridge (Ama-no-uki-hashi)

who have descended from Takama-ga-hara or “the

high plain of heaven.”1 They are named Izanagi (he who

invites) and Izanami, (she who invites) and after they

dipped a lance into the primordial ocean below them,



his bad behavior, but before leaving he asked to say

good-bye to his sister Amaterasu. During their final

meeting, Susano-o suggested that he prove the sincerity

of his intentions by producing more male deities 

than she could, after each of them chose something

belonging to the other. Susano-o took his sister’s

jewelry, and after eating it, gave birth to five sons.

Amaterasu, in turn, shattered and ate Susano-o’s sword,

and produced three daughters. Amaterasu claimed the

sons as her own, however, because they were born from

her necklace, causing her brother to leave in anger. He

returned later and as one renowned translator recounts,

broke “a hole in the roof of the hall in Heaven where

his sister is sitting at work with the celestial weaving-

maidens,” and tossed in “a heavenly piebald horse,

which he had flayed with a backward flaying.”4

Ama no Iwato: the rock cave of
heaven

To escape this attack, Amaterasu retreated into Ama-

no-Iwato, “the heavenly rock cave” casting the world

into darkness and ushering in a time when evil freely

roamed the earth. Then, according to the Nihon Shoki

or “Chronicles of Japan,” which followed the Kojiki, the

heavenly deities met and agreed upon a course of

action, to dig up a Sakaki tree from Mt. Kagu, hang a

string of Yasaka jewels on the upper branches, a mirror

in the middle and blue and white colored offerings

below, and then to recite a liturgy. These offerings,

along with a highly erotic dance by Ame-no-Uzume-

mikoto (“Her Augustness Heavenly Alarming

Female”), who was wearing only a moss belt and

Sasaki-leaf headdress, finally enticed Amaterasu to roll

away the rock door and step outside.5 Once she did this,

a rope was placed across the mouth of the cave and

Amaterasu was forbidden to re-enter. This rope is now

recalled in the shimenawa marking the entrance to

sacred Shinto shrines.

Susano-o on Earth

In exile in Izumo for causing this mayhem, Susano-o

rescued the daughter of an elderly couple he

encountered by slaying the dragon Yamata-no-orochi

(“eight-forked serpent”). After slicing it open, he found

the “Sword of the Gathering Clouds of Heaven” inside. 

He presented this to Amaterasu as a peace offering, and

she subsequently passed it, along with the necklace 

and mirror, to her son Ame no oshihomimi, who then

bequeathed it to her grandson Ninigi. The legend

continues to recount that Ninigi in turn brought 

them to earth, and they were subsequently passed to

Jinmu Tenno, who was the first recorded Emperor 

of Japan.

Symbolism and significance

In 707, the Empress Genmei commissioned court poet

Ōno Yasumaro to complete an existing compilation of

stories, the Kojiki and the Nihon Shoki, about imperial

genealogy as well as other myths and legends begun by

the Emperor Temmu, and his son Prince Toneri.6

Genmei and Yasumaro fastened on the theme of rice

agriculture to clearly set Japan apart from China, and

selectively chose myths and legends that would allow

the Yamato regime to claim ownership of it. The Sun

Goddess Amaterasu played a key role in this construct

as both the symbol of fertility and originator of rice

cultivation, and the progenitor of the Japanese Imperial

line.

Taken together, these histories parallel other pro -

foundly significant socio-theological and philosophical

texts, such as the Quran, Torah, Bible, Bhagavad 

Gita, Analects, and the Tao Te Ching because they

establish the foundation of Shinto, which is a singularly

Japanese religion. Although generally described as

animistic and translated as “the Way of the Gods,” from

the Chinese shen dao, or “way of the spirits,” Shinto

revolves around “kami” which are invisible spiritual

essences, or “hidden sources.”7

The Kojiki and Nihon Shoki create a chronology

that effectively binds the Shinto pantheon to Yamoto

authority, describing how Ninigi no Mikoto, who was

the grandson of Amaterasu, was sent to earth to teach

people to cultivate the land. Ninigi’s great-grandchild

Yamato Iwarehiko became the first Yamoto ruler and

was re-named Jinmu. Rather than the inheritance of the

“three treasures” of the sword, necklace and mirror, that

are now the symbols of Imperial power in Japan, the

most important legacy that Amaraterasu gave to Jinmu

and the Yamoto people was both the physical

sustenance and symbolic authority that came with the

gift of rice.8
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Ideology aside, both the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki also

provide compelling insights into the socio-cultural

mores of the time in which they were written. In the

first of many stark contrasts between Eastern and

Western belief systems that will subsequently be

presented here, the description of the interactions

between Izanagi and Izanami and Amaterasu and

Susano-o not only reveal an overt male chauvinism, if

not blatant misogyny, but also a marked suspension of

moral judgment, in favor of more abstract, amoral,

situational ethics.9

Two sacred Shinto shrines at Izumo
and Ise

The spirits of Amaterasu and Susano-o still remain

physically separated in the earthly realm, with his being

evoked at Izumo Taisha in Shimane, and hers

specifically enshrined at Ise-shi in Mie Prefecture.

Although Izumo is officially dedicated to Susano-o’s

son-in-law Ōkuninushi it radiates the presence of “his

swift impetuous, Male-Augustness” because it is the

oldest and largest shrine in Japan. In 2009, the oldest

stone implements on the archipelago were found near

here, pushing back the date of origin to about 120,000

years ago. Its initial construction is shrouded in

mystery, but it is mentioned in the Nihon Shoki that

the Empress Saimei ordered it to be repaired. It is

known to have been periodically re-built every 60 years

in its exact form until 1744, and only renovated

whenever necessary since then.10 The Honden, or main

hall, which is the most sacred part of the complex, 

and is considered to be where the spirit of the deity 

or kami resides, has a square plan with a pillar in the

center. This recalls the passage in the Kojiki that

describes the descent of Izanagi and Izanami to Onogo -

roshima, and flirtingly circling around a single column,

the Ama-no-mihashira or “pillar of heaven,” before 

they united, had children and built a palace on top 

of it.11

Recent archeological investigation has revealed that

there were originally nine clusters of three tree trunks

each, with each tree being one meter in diameter. In

addition to the central pillar cluster, each of the walls

of the square Honden had two equally spaced column

clusters. The Honden was also once 48 meters high,

elevated on a platform accessible only by a ramp.

The Shrine of Amaterasu at Ise has an equally quasi-

mythological timeline, but an apocryphal history

maintains that the Emperor Sujin relocated a Shrine to

the Sun Goddess that already existed on the grounds

of his Palace to Kasunui, close to Tawaramoto, in 

Nara Prefecture near where the Buddhist temple of

Jinraku-ji is now located. The next, equally quasi-

mythical Emperor Suinin, subsequently sent his

daughter, Princess Yamatohime-no-mikoto, to find an

even more suitable location for the Shrine, and after 

20 years of searching, she had a vision, in which

Amaterasu appeared to her and directed her to Ise. The

Princess encircled the site she had selected with chimes,

which is why the river that demarcates it is named

“Isuzu” or “fifty bells.”12

In spite of this ancient fourth-century BC lineage,

however, the first Shrine, or Naiku dedicated to

Amaterasu, did not appear until the Asuka period,

during the reign of the Emperor Tenmu, (672 to 

686 AD). There must have been an earlier structure 

here however, even if only a sacred column, or shin-no-

mihashira, (tree of heaven, or heart column) of crypto -

meria or Sakaki wood because Geku, which is a second

outer Shrine dedicated to Toyouke Omikami, the

Goddess of Grain meant to serve Amaterasu, is thought

to have been built by the Yamoto Emperor Yuryaku,

between 456 and 479 AD (Figure 1.1).

In addition to the Honden, or Shoden, as it is

referred to at Ise, which is thought to be inhabited by

the kami, each of these Shrines consists of several sub -

sidiary structures, used as treasuries, all surrounded by

three successive rows of fencing. Each of these is also

built from Japanese cypress, or Hinoki, prized for its

straightness, fine grain, ability to be easily split, distinc -

tive scent and resistance to rot. Large columns at each

end of the main ridge beam support the roof and walls

of the Shoden. These recall the central “heart column”

and also touch the ground with no footings, to better

serve as conduits to transport the kami from heaven to

earth. In spite of being rot-resistant, Hinoki does start

to seriously decompose in about two decades, and so 

16 separate structures as well as the Uji bridge over the

Isuzu River that provides access to them are torn down

and replaced in a reconstruction ceremony called the

“Shikinen sengu” that has taken place with only a few

interruptions every 20 years since the first rebuilding by

Tenmu’s wife, the Empress Jito in 692 AD. The most
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serious gaps occurred during the Onin War from 1467

to 1477 and the most difficult part of World War II,

during the bombing raids which lasted from 1944 until

Japan surrendered on September 2, 1945, but otherwise

these reconstructions have been carried out for over

1,300 years.

A series of rituals mark various stages of the

reconstruction sequence, beginning with Okibiki

hajime-shike, or pulling the first of thousands of logs

to be used in the building of Naiku up the Isuzu river

and carting others for Geku to its site. The 500-year-

old Hinoki trees needed to produce the logs of the

diameter required for the construction of these shoden

were once readily available on site, but now must be

brought in from elsewhere.

The Sengyo, which is one of the most profoundly

moving of these ceremonies, involves the relocation 

of an ancient mirror, only at night and enclosed by white

sheets to protect it from view, from the old shoden 

to the new one. The go-shintai, or “sacred body” of

Amaterasu is believed to be captured in it, echoing a

taboo held in many traditional societies today, that

capturing one’s image also captures the soul. Rather

than being glass this is an ancient bronze disc similar

to those produced during the Spring and Autumn

period and Han Dynasty in China, and traded into

Japan between 200 BC and 200 AD. They have a very

high tin content, allowing one side to be polished and

reflective, while the other side was left rough and

decorated in high relief. In addition to the wooden

structures of each of the shrines, more than 1,600

“treasures” are also reproduced, but this mirror has

never been replicated.13

The closest historical parallel to Ise is the Parthenon

in Athens, built between 438 and 432 BC. Like Ise,

which was intended to strengthen the legitimacy of 

the Emperor, it was also designed to enshrine a deity

that not only embodied the socio-political entity 

she represented, but also proclaimed a desire for

Imperial hegemony. Recent extensive attempts to

discover how this marble masterpiece was built, how -

ever, clearly illustrate the difference between the two.

In spite of the fact that Ise is made of highly perish-

able materials, the method of construction used 

today is essentially the same as it was 1,300 years ago,

because, unlike the Parthenon, it has been passed down
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Figure 1.1 Ise Shrine
Source: Haruo Nakano



during a 20-year cycle that matches the passage from

one generation to the next. Small groups accomplish

this transfer. These include older, more experienced

carpenters and young apprentices, with each group

focusing on a different part of the structure. The actual

process of construction only takes place during the last

three years of the cycle, preceded by an initial plan-

ning and material gathering stage, and the fabrication

of all elements that can be made ahead.

Unlike the Izumo Shrine, which has a decidedly 

non-rural curved roof, with an entrance on the shorter

front end of its rectangular plan, the doors of the Ise

Shrines are in the center of the long side of the

rectangle, and the roofs are emphatically straight, em -

pha sizing their Japanese-ness. They are also built of

locally accessible materials, such as Hinoki, and Kaya

reeds, surrounded by a carpet of white river stones, as

well as more sophist i cated decorative features made 

of precious metal and enamel. This contrast establishes

a dialectical tension between the simple and the

complex, the native and imported that recalls the delib -

erate adoption of Chinese culture initiated by Prince

Shotoku during the Taika Reforms in 645 AD.14

Ise is one of several traditional buildings that are

constantly referred to by architects of all generations 

of Japan. It has generated a great deal of discussion 

and debate, and has been the subject of many books,

due to both its significance and provenance. Kisho

Kurokawa has perhaps best described its deeper mean -

ing, saying that

although the visible, material object, its physical

existence, might be destroyed every twenty years,

it was believed that its heritage was transmitted 

and the tradition preserved as long as the invisible

tradition that lay behind the object, with its

aesthetic and sense of order, was passed on spiri -

tually from generation to generation. In contrast to

the materialistic aesthetic of Western civilization,

which sought eternity for its architectural monu -

ments, we can call the Japanese a more spiritual

aesthetic.15

The Jomon and the Yayoi

The question of the origin of the first population of

Japan is polemical, given the extent of ongoing

scientific research and new archeological discoveries, as

well as the profound socio-political implications in -

volved. Distinctive, flame-like pottery shards, dating

back to at least 10,000 years ago, have given this

indigenous population the name “Jomon”, or “cord-

marked” because rope was pressed into the wet clay of

free-formed pots before they were fired to decorate

them.

They lived in wood frame and thatched houses

during the winter, which were excavated to about six

feet into the earth to preserve heat and stabilize

temperatures during the bitterly cold winter months,

alternating with cooler, elevated platforms in the sum -

mer. Their houses were circular, about 12 to 15 feet 

in diameter, with a hard earth floor and a hearth on a

stone circle in the center (Figure 1.2). Their settlements

were concentrated in central Honshu, especially near

Toyama Bay, and along the eastern coast, and bone

hooks found in them indicate that they were hunter-

gatherers, subsisting mainly on fish. As they advanced

toward the Neolithic age, they also farmed and planted

rice, but not to a large extent.

Then, a new population entered Japan about 300 

BC, probably across the narrow strait that separates

South Korea from Kyushu. Its pottery is clearly dif feren -

tiated from Jomon samples, based on smooth-sided

containers found in the Yayoi district in Bunkyo-ku,

Tokyo Prefecture, near the Hongo Campus of Tokyo

University in 1884, giving this group its name.

The Jomon and Yayoi cultures co-existed for about

500 years and although skilled in other ways, the Yayoi

first adopted the subterranean Jomon house as their

own.16 The Yayoi, however, concentrated on growing

rice and created a barn to protect this valuable labor-

intensive commodity from moisture and vermin. This

Austronesian typology, which is still used throughout

Asia, is basically a long, rectilinear wooden storage

space, raised about six to eight feet above the ground

on two ranks of round wooden columns, and covered

with a steeply sloped roof thatched with rice straw

(Figure 1.3). The designation, which is based on eth -

no graphic, anthropological and archeological similar -

ities, has now been expanded to identify formal

similarities in the vernacular architecture of Taiwan-

ese Indonesian, Malay, Melanesian, Micronesian, 

and Poly nesian sub-groups. The tripartite horizontal

divi sion of both of the Ise shrines, with their columnar
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Figure 1.2 Jomon house
Source: Hartmut Poeling

Figure 1.3 Jomon Rice Barn
Source: Midori Mazuzawa



base, elevated box-like body and wide-eaved overhang -

ing roof, strongly resembles this rice-barn typology.17

This early, Jomon-Yayoi house form is recalled

today in the Minka farmhouse, (Figure 1.4) with its

heavily thatched roof, and has been reinterpreted by

Makoto Tanigiri in a partially submerged residence that

he has designed (Figure 1.5).They initially clustered in

the lowlands and marshy areas and in fields that could

be easily cleared to be able to plant rice and their initial

population, estimated to have been about 1,000,000,

grew quickly. Their knowledge of wet-rice cultivation

and metallurgy provided them with the refined skills

needed to dig the irrigation ditches and prepare the

fields for planting. The 1-meter wide, 260-meter long

Kaerumataike Dam on the Yodo River, in the Kansai

region near Nara, which was built in 162 AD, is an

impressive example of the vast engineering effort they

expended to grow rice.

The anthropological term for what followed is a

“socio-technological complex”; the ability to impose the
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hierarchical system of organization required to

implement rice farming on a large scale, based on the

control of the human capital necessary for such a labor-

intensive endeavor. Because of the high degree of social

cooperation in rice farming and harvesting, it came to

shape the entire Yayoi populace, creating a “shame

culture” which ostracized those who shirked or did not

assist, as opposed to the “guilt culture” that evolved in

tandem with Christianity in the West, and also came

to symbolize their identity and helped them to become

a viable presence within the rapidly changing dynamic

of the powerful entities that surrounded them.18

They found that increasing the number of laborers

increased the yield, making multiple plantings of at 

least one rice harvest and other crops possible each 

year. With so much social capital invested in rice pro -

duction, the protection of land and water rights

understandably became more important, which ex -

plains the walls, moats and watchtowers found at

archeological sites today, mostly excavated recently.19

These finds indicate that, after establishing a foot -

hold at Harunotsuji on Iki, an island in the Korea 

Strait, and then in Fukuoka, at Kojindani, Hirabaru 

and Yoshinogari, in Saga Prefecture, the Yayoi 
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Figure 1.5 Pyramid House
Source: Makoto Tanagiri



ad vanced into the Jomon heartland to the north-east.

Successive sites, at Ikegami-Sone, Izume, near Osaka,

Karako Kagi, in Tawaramoto, Nara Prefecture, Yamaki

Toro, in the Suruga Ward in Shizuoka City, about 

80 miles south of Tokyo, mark that determined tra -

jectory.20

During the Ch’in and Han Dynasties Chinese 

metal artifacts, including bronze weapons, were traded

into Japan, and at that point, their advances put 

the Yayoi in a better position to acquire and copy

them. At the dawn of the Iron Age, the Yayoi had 

also perfected weapons using this new material, and

from the third century AD onward their hegemony

expanded rapidly.
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The social norms and characteristics of every culture are

both embedded in and revealed by their written history,

and those accustomed to a clear, linear, chronological

sequence of historical events and a constant, easily

recognizable cast of characters will be especially

frustrated by any re-telling of this earliest period of

Japan’s distant past. It is replete with quasi-mythical

figures with unverified inter-related progeny that

become kings and queens, constant unresolved argu -

ments about identity, mysterious invaders of unknown

origin that eventually become dominant, conflicting

dates, and a disputed layering of historical periods with

different names depending on which academic you

believe.

History is indeed written by the victor, and in this

case it is the Yamoto rather than the Jomon or Yayoi

versions that are reflected in these atavistic myths. 

They strengthened their legitimacy and were a defen -

sive mech anism against increasingly powerful neigh bors.

Sociologists classify such taxonomies as being either

mixed, or “rhizotic” or bounded and discrete which they

refer to as “cladistic,” like the Yamato; conforming to

a tribal model derived from a belief in an identifiable

family tree.1

Transition from Yayoi villages to a
Yamoto state

The real story here, then, is of the critical transition that

took place during a second, final historically important

appropriation of power, by the Yamoto, and so we start

there.

It is even less perfectly understood than the first, but

one possibility is an invasion. Two options are the

“horse-rider” theory proposed by Egami Namio in

1948, or that the Baekje Kingdom, which was in an

expansionist phase in the middle of the fourth century,

also spilled over into Japan. Both the Nihon-ji and 

the Korean Samguk-sagi, mention an emissary to the

Yamato court in 397, indicating that the Emperor

Ojin, who originated in Kyushu, may have been the

founder, leading to a first wave of Paekche immi -

gration, then another during the reign of Yuriaku 

in 463.2

It is also possible that one of the indigenous Yayoi

clans, or Uji, became more powerful than the others.

However, there are significant differences between 

this new, Yamato entity and the Uji they subjugated.

The Yayoi were essentially crafts-based farmers and

metalworkers, quite literally had a grassroots, bottom-

up federated organization concentrated around a cere -

monial culture led by a Shaman. An early example 

is Queen Himiko, recorded in the Chinese text Wei 

Zhi in 240 AD, as having ruled Yamatai, perhaps

Yoshinogari, in Fukuoka, until her death in 248 AD.3

The Yamoto, by contrast, were a top-down, control-

oriented, institutionally based and highly stratified

society entirely focused on social status and land

ownership. They organized their territory into pro vinces

and districts each governed by a royal estate that paid

CHAPTER 2
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taxes to a central authority. Their social organization

mirrored the exclusionary class distinctions of the

Korean “bone-rank” system, using the kabana, or 

family name code of hereditary titles. Unlike the Yayoi,

the Yamato rulers also used laborers from Korea to

boost rice production. This allowed them to expand

previous engineering projects, such as diverting the

Ishikawa river to irrigate 2,000 acres of the upper and

lower districts of both Suzuka and Toyura in Kawachi,

in the fourth century and the 10.5-kilometer long, 

20-meter wide Furuichi-omizo canal in Osaka

prefecture around 592.4

The Kofun or “Ancient Graves”
Period: 250 to 645 AD

The accrued wealth, and technological advances

provided by increased rice yields translated into military

organization and the ability to build the Kofun (from

kōen-fun, meaning “ancient tombs”) for which this

period is named. By 391 AD the Yamato also felt

strong enough to help the Paekche battle the Silla and

Goguryeo Kingdoms, before being brutally repulsed by

the Goguryeo King Gwanggaeto.5

There are more than 200,000 Kofun scattered

through out the southern half of Japan, tracking an

equal number of stages of Yamato development, of 

an early period in the 300s, a middle phase from 400

to 475, and a late period from 475 to 700.

Due to sacred associations, Mt. Miwa, in Nara

Prefecture, was the first locus of Yamato activity, as they

moved north-east from Kyushu. The Omiwa Jinja

there, dedicated to Ōkuninushi, the Shinto god of

fertility and son of Susano-o, is believed to be the

oldest Shinto shrine in Japan. It has no Honden to

house the kami, since the entire mountain is considered

to be the home of the god.

The Hashihaka tomb in Sakuri, one of the oldest

Kofun sites, originally ascribed to a daughter of Em -

peror Korei, (ruled from 290 to 342) but now attributed

to Himiko, defines the type. Early tombs were located

on hills, moving to lowland fields during the Middle

period, when the size increased. In each case

construction involved moving massive amounts of earth

into a circular mound, and then excavating a vertical

shaft on top of it, lining the bottom and sides with

stones, and lowering the coffin into it, before it was

sealed with capstones or logs and covered over. Wood

coffins, replaced by stone sarcophagi in the Middle

period, and additional shafts were added for other

family members, as needed.

The focal point of government then shifted from Mt.

Miwa to Sakai, south of Osaka. The Mozu-Furuichi

Tomb cluster of over 220 burial sites demonstrates the

enormous power that the Yamoto dynasty had amassed

by this time. These include the 186-meter long

Gobyoyama tumulus of Ojin, (ruled from 270 to 310)

the 486-meter long and 35-meter high tumulus of

Nintoku (313–399), estimated to have taken 2,000

workers 16 years to complete, the Kofun of Emperor

Richu (400–405) which is 360 meters wide and 25

meters tall, and the tumulus of the Emperor Hanzei

(406–410) which is 148 meters long.6

A new configuration, with an extended corridor and

ante-chamber leading into a circular corbeled inner

sanctum, similar to the passage graves built in Europe

during the Neolithic period, began in the Late Kofun

period.7 Artifacts recovered from tombs not con strained

by Imperial restrictions indicate similarity to Goguryo

and Chinese iconography. The seventh-century

Takamatsusuka mound, in the Asuka region of Nara

Prefecture, for example, has frescos showing female

courtiers and the four Chinese cosmological symbols

denoting the cardinal directions.8

The Late Kofun or Asuka Period
475–645 AD

Large tombs became incongruous when Buddhism,

with its emphasis on cremation, arrived in 552 AD. 

A delegation from the Paekche King Syong Myong

presented the Yamato Emperor Kimmei a statue of

Shakyamuni, some texts and a letter that said in part:

“This doctrine is amongst all doctrines the most 

excellent. But it is difficult to explain and hard to

understand.” This introduction also coincides with 

the relocation of the capital to Asuka, giving this final

period its name. It changed the political structure of

Japan, and eventually transformed its architectural

image from that of amorphous Shinto places of wor -

ship, to distinct temple compounds.

Soga no Iname, Minister at the court of the

Emperor Kimmei, saw that this new religion had the

potential to offset the rising stature of the conservative
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Mononobe and Nakatomi clans and in 596, he received

the Emperor’s permission to build a Shrine on his own

estate. More religious academic and technical groups

from Korea followed, and helped to build this and

other Buddhist temples.9

Kimmei died in 572, and the succession of Yomei

in 585 caused warfare that was a thinly veiled proxy for

the power struggle between the Mononobe-Nakatomi

faction, representing Shintoism, and Soga no Umako,

the son of Iname, as the champion of Buddhism.

Yomei’s son Umayado no Toyotomimi, or Shotoku,

(born 572, died 622) is the key protagonist of the

remainder of the Asuka period, as well as the creative

force behind its most memorable architecture. After

Yomei died in 587, infighting broke out again, and after

assassinating several rivals, Soga no Umako installed

another relative, Sukiya-hime, as Empress Suiko in 593,

and named Shotoku as her regent.10

Shotoku Yatsumimi: “From the Land
of the Rising Sun”

Shotoku was a devout Buddhist as well as a proponent

of Chinese culture, sending students and emissaries

there. In quick succession he replaced hereditary rank -

ing with meritocracy in the “19 Article” Constitution,

which is the first legal document in Japanese history.

It reflects Buddhist and Confucian moral values, such

as virtue: toku, benevolence: jin, propriety: rei, sincerity:

shin, justice: gi and knowledge: chi, with “greater” and

“lesser” grades in each category. With characteristic

modesty, he took the second category in the first rank

of “lesser virtue” or Shotoku, for himself. He also

famously was the first to use the name “Nihon” instead

of “Wa” for Japan when addressing the Sui Emperor 

as an equal rather than a vassal as “the Son of Heaven

in the Land of the Rising Sun to the Son of Heaven of

the Land of the Setting Sun.”11

Horyu-ji: The Temple of the
Flourishing Law

Horyu-ji, preceded by the Ikaruga temple-palace in 

601, is inarguably the most memorable of the many

temples attributed to Shotoku (Figure 2.1).12 The 

final temple-monastery, completed in 607, is divided

into eastern and western precincts. The main western
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enclo sure conforms to the Kudara, or Korean-style

ideal north-south, seven-hall temple model. At Horyu-

ji, these seven components are the Chumon or central

gate, a Pagoda and Kondo or Golden Hall placed side

by side in the middle of the courtyard, a Dai-kodo,

directly opposite the central gate, on the northern

perimeter, a Sutra Repository, or library, a Belfry and

covered arcade that surrounds the courtyard.

The 20-by-20-meter square, 32.45-meter high

pagoda, which is on the left after entering the court -

yard, has five floors and a massive shinbashira, or

central column, which was cut and erected in 594,

resting on a three-meter deep stone coffer foundation

containing a relic of the Buddha. The two-story,

rectangular Kondo, on the right, has a double roof and

contains the Shaka Triad commissioned by the

Empress Suiko shortly after Shotoku died in 622. Tori

Busshi sculpted the Buddha in Shotoku’s image,

flanked by his mother and his wife, as attendants.

There is also another likeness of Shotoku, in the oldest

gilded camphor wood statue in Japan, known as the

Guze, or “world saving” Kannon, sequestered in the

octagonal Yumedono, or Hall of Dreams in the eastern

precinct of Horyu-ji.

Subtle manipulations elevate this temple above

others built at that time, or since, such as its asym metri -

cal rather than axial arrangement of the Pagoda and

Kondo, and instead of just having one entrance, the

Chumon is divided into four three column deep bays,

creating two distinct aisles, parallel to the Pagoda 

and Kondo the face. The entry arcade on the eastern

side of the Chumon gate is also one bay wider than 

the western side, to mirror the different widths of 

the Pagoda and Kondo. These adjustments create the

impression of a majestic, reverberating, layered fore -

ground and background scenography, in which care fully

balanced horizontal and vertical forms are framed 

by a gate and arcade, setting the viewer up for what has

been aptly described as the “latitudinal panoramic

plan.”13

Excavations carried out in 1938 indicate that

Shotoku’s palace, the Ikaruga no Miya, was located 

to the south-east of the Chumon, and subsequent

excava tion in 1968–9 determined that the attached

Wakakusa-Garan temple was destroyed by fire in 

the mid-600s. This corresponds with the tragic events

that followed Shotoku’s and Suiko’s death, when Soga


