
INTRODUCTION

Writing and designing are very di erent activities, but for me they have the same 
starting point: it is by thinking about architecture, the city, and contemporary so-
ciety that I begin. Writing allows me to document a set of related thoughts at any 
given moment and to communicate them immediately to others. The process of 
designing a building might originate from a similar set of related ideas; a work of 
architecture, however, takes a long time to be designed and constructed, and once 
completed, buildings take on lives of their own. Over a building’s lifespan, the 
initial design ideas that generated it are constantly tested by changing uses, tastes, 
and priorities. Thus while designing, like writing, holds an enormous power to 
communicate ideas to people and society, the mode of perceiving these ideas is 
entirely di erent. Interpretation is frequently richer, more ambiguous and even 
problematic.

As an architect in practice since the 960s, I have designed a large number 
of works. Each of them has evolved as a response to diverse conditions, includ-
ing pragmatic issues of site and program; questions of appropriate materials and 
technologies; responses to contemporary theoretical discussions; and readings of 
society’s less tangible psychological needs and desires. Still I wonder whether in 
the future my buildings—or those of any other architect—will, by themselves, be 
able to tell the full story of their genesis, of the cultural and intellectual climates 
from which they emerged. In response to this doubt, I conceived the notion of 
compiling a number of my own essays, documenting my own more- than- fty-
 year experience of a critical period in architectural and urban history, into the 
present book.



There are two general themes to this collection of essays: one is the contem-
porary city, the other is the modernist philosophy of architecture and the diverse 
phenomena it has generated.

Notions of the city—ranging from idealized organizational concepts to the 
very pragmatic realities of urban life—have long intrigued and challenged me at 
a fundamental level. The city has provided both my writing and my architecture 
with fertile soil from which ideas have grown. Two factors in particular have made 
my involvement with the city extremely close. One is my chosen profession as an 
architect, which confronts me on a daily basis with the numerous challenges of 
designing buildings in an urban environment; the other factor is my experience 
over the past seventy years living and working in Tokyo, one of the world’s most 
complex, fascinating, and continuously changing cities.

The verdant Tokyo of my childhood, which still retained many traces of the 
great garden city known until 868 as Edo, had been reduced to ashes by the end 
of World War II. Following Japan’s postwar reconstruction and ensuing rapid ur-
banization,  present- day Tokyo came into being as a great concentration of global 
capital, information, power, and desire. Few cities in history have undergone 
physical and social changes of such magnitude within a single century. As a result, 
Tokyo has created in its residents, including myself, distinctive feelings toward cit-
ies, both conscious and unconscious. In many old European towns, one encoun-
ters well- preserved, almost  fossil- like environments ruled by silence. The city and 
its architecture make the past perfectly manifest and, by their unchanging reality, 
clearly suggest to residents what their own future will be like. No such continuity 
between past, present, and future can be felt in Tokyo, however; because of its 
radical changes in time and space, my own native city can often appear to me as an 
alien place. For an architect working in such an urban context, dramatic physical 
and perceptual changes necessitate a continual reconsideration and reinterpreta-
tion of the city.

My perspective on cities is by no means exclusively based on Tokyo. Though 
I was born in Tokyo and lived there until graduating from university in 952, I 
spent most of the following thirteen years abroad, mainly in the United States. 
Studying, teaching, and working in the States during this formative period of my 
life enabled me to experience American cities fully. From 958 onward, I also 
had opportunities to visit cities and regions in Asia, the Middle East, and Europe. 
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During the years spent living and traveling abroad, I began to adopt a relativistic 
perspective, one that compared Tokyo and other Japanese cities to cities in other 
parts of the world. In recent years, as information technology and globalization 
have narrowed some cultural gaps, and as opportunities for me to design build-
ings in North America, Southeast Asia, and Europe have increased, my views on 
the nature of the contemporary city and modern architecture have continued to 
evolve. I am increasingly aware of the unprecedented speed and scale of urban 
development today—particularly in places like China—resulting in ever more 
complex relationships between architecture and city form.

A century ago, the architect’s scope of work was not nearly as complex as it 
is today. For progressive designers in the West, modernism developed primarily as 
a movement repudiating the nineteenth century’s eclectic, historicist architecture 
and embracing the rational functionalism demanded of the twentieth century’s 
new, technologically advanced society. Under such a narrow de nition, modern-
ism has over the years been equated with yet another historical style, one which 
a contemporary architect could accept, reject, or adapt to new circumstances. 
Indeed, much of the theoretical debate in architecture in the past half- century 
has focused on literal or reductive readings of early modernism, its ideals and 
principles. More broadly speaking, however, modernist philosophy has contin-
ued to thrive and evolve in shaping our lives. To paraphrase the Mexican poet 
Octavio Paz, modernism can be seen as nothing less than an expression of how 
each human being intends to live his or her present; inevitably, therefore, there 
are a thousand modernisms for every thousand persons. Clearly, by using the 
word “present,” Paz is referring not to current fashions or trends but, rather, to 
the expression of what each individual believes to be the essence of the here and 
now. The sum total of those expressions might be said to constitute the spirit of 
the age. When discussing modernism, therefore, it is necessary to examine more 
closely this idea of the present—one so full of contradictions that it does not 
permit generalized interpretation.

Inspired by Paz’s notion of modernism—and to clarify and validate how I 
choose to live my present as an architect—I have always been drawn to writing 
about the city and architecture (my own works and those of others). In this re-
spect, I am fortunate to have been educated and to have practiced within Japan’s 
unique architectural culture, where writing has long been valued as an intellectual 
endeavor. The Japanese architectural world enjoys a free and open atmosphere, in 



which theoretical or speculative essays are by no means entrusted solely to his-
torians and critics. For example, in the 960s Kenzo Tange wrote a critical book 
on the Katsura Palace. Recently, his former disciple Arata Isozaki—whose e orts 
to establish architecture as an intellectual discipline deserve special mention—has 
written a book o ering his own interpretation of the Katsura Palace. And I, who 
also studied under Tange, have even more recently written a review of Isozaki’s 
book, which continues the thread of critical discussion in publication. The writ-
ings of Hiroshi Hara, Toyo Ito, Kengo Kuma, and the architectural  historian-
 turned- practitioner Terunobu Fujimori have also played an extremely important 
role in areas where architecture and social issues overlap.

In this intellectual climate—which may seem closer to Europe’s than to that 
of the United States—architects are asked to write on many di erent occasions 
and from many di erent quarters. Commissioned essays are often opportunities to 
make public the architect’s opinions on various matters, particularly those related 
to themes with which he has been preoccupied in practice. Many of the essays 
contained in this book are ones that I wrote in response to such requests over a 
 forty- year period.

This book is organized in four parts. The rst two concern my own life 
experiences from the 950s to the early 960s, from my decision to study archi-
tecture to the opening of my professional o ce in Japan. Part  takes the form of 
a personal history, beginning with my rst encounters with modern architecture 
in childhood and including my experiences studying and teaching in the United 
States; journeys through America, Asia, the Middle East, and Europe; participation 
in the  avant- garde movement called Metabolism; and encounters with members 
of Team X. Part 2 then focuses on a series of studies that I undertook during those 
early years on the relationship between architecture and the city, culminating in 
the 964 publication of Investigations in Collective Form.  It concludes with more 
recent re ections on those early studies, which, looking back now forty years, 
have continuously inspired and guided much of my work as an architect.

In part 3, I turn my gaze directly to the city and present a group of essays that 
describe and analyze certain qualities of urban form, organization, and perception. 
Most of these essays were published originally in Japanese, and several appear in 
the current volume for the rst time in English translation. “America: High-
ways, Detached Houses, and Skyscrapers” discusses the centripetal character of 
American cities and architecture. In “The Drawing Called Brasília,” I discuss the 
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ambition concealed in a single line drawn in the architect’s sketch of the city—a 
line which inextricably binds the city and architecture together. “The Japanese 
City and Inner Space” emerged from a study into morphological and perceptual 
characteristics of the Japanese city that have survived from the Edo period into 
contemporary Tokyo.

Part 4 returns to the theme of modernism—particularly the modernism of 
Japan—with which part  begins. In “The Le Corbusier Syndrome,” I consider 
Le Corbusier’s unparalleled in uence on the emergence of modernism in Japan. 
In “Making Architecture in Japan,” I describe a number of qualities that have 
continuously characterized architectural production in modern times. Over the 
years, I have been asked to contribute my views on the works of several Japa-
nese architects, and by including here two studies on the life and works of Togo 
Murano and Yoshio Taniguchi—two architects who o er perhaps the sharpest 
possible contrast—I hope to suggest the broad range of expression and design 
method in modern Japanese architecture. The last two essays, “On Universal-
ity” and “Architectural Modernity and the Consciousness Called the Present,” 
are re ections on what it is that, transcending special temporal or spatial factors, 
constitutes architecture.

This collection of essays is intended to be a meaningful—if incomplete—
presentation of thoughts on cities and architecture that I myself have seen and 
experienced over the past half- century. Deliberately wishing to avoid making this 
book a commentary on my own architectural œuvre, I decided initially to keep 
such illustrations to a minimum. As this book developed, however, I began to 
doubt whether my initial statement—that writing and designing share a common 
starting point, a common inspiration—could be fully tested without making some 
reference to the design work that has occupied me these past decades. Without 
demonstrating clear relationships between writing and designing, the reader might 
ask, how could this book be distinguished as the work of a practicing architect 
rather than the work of a critic or historian? I have therefore decided to include 
images and critical commentaries on three representative works, following related 
essays in the later chapters. The Hillside Terrace complex, built between 967 and 
992, is a response to what is for me an eternal question concerning the relation-

ship between the city and its architecture—the symbiotic relationship of the whole 
and its parts. The Kaze- no- Oka Crematorium suggests how the expression of inner 
depth, or oku—a timeless characteristic of Japanese architecture and cities—might 



emerge within a work of contemporary architecture. Finally, the notion of an in-
dustrial vernacular developing in various regions amid globalization nds expres-
sion in the Fujisawa Gymnasium. If the examples given are not perfect realizations 
of the ideas behind them, I will ask for the reader’s understanding. In my attempt 
to demonstrate relationships, I will have drawn attention to the ways in which 
words and objects may overlap in the case of the architectural profession. For this 
reason I have chosen to give the book its particular form.

More than a half- century has passed since I decided to enter the architectural profes-
sion. Looking back, I see that experience and knowledge accumulated over the years have 
expanded like the rings of a tree around a number of key events and ideas, though some of 
what I learned or experienced in the past has been sloughed off or only imperfectly absorbed. 
Architectural designs and writings have punctuated my life experience at regular intervals 
like the seasonal budding of a tree, each giving life to new ideas. Naturally, some buds 
wither and die, but others develop into branches from which new buds will emerge; under the 
in uence of external conditions, a branch may grow in an unexpected direction. And just as 
it takes many years for a tree to develop into its full form, a long time must pass before the 
shape of one’s life, or the survival of one’s ideals, can be perceived or judged.
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FORMATIVE YEARS

Experiences in youth tend to leave a more powerful impression, because they are 
unanticipated and without parallel. As one grows older, experiences are incorpo-
rated into an already established intellectual system and therefore do not evoke 
such intense emotions. Instead, with age there is a steady accretion of experiences 
that evoke a quieter response.

My relationship to modernism began with a youthful encounter, and since 
becoming an architect, I have seen both its good and its bad sides. It has been at 
times the standard by which to judge excellence; at other times a teacher by bad 
example. Experience of buildings, people, and literature gradually constructed an 
internal world in me, as in so many other architects.

FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH MODERNISM

I was born in the Yamanote district of Tokyo in 928. The townscape in the district 
then consisted primarily of buildings in subdued brown and gray against a back-
ground of dark green. Most of the houses were of wood construction, storefronts 
were nished in cement plaster, and many large buildings such as o ce buildings, 
department stores, and theaters were  pseudo- Western- style structures faced with 
stone or tile. The several white houses I happened to encounter therefore made a 
vivid impression, even though I was only a child at the time. It was not simply that 
they were white. There was something liberating and magical about them.

The year of my birth was also the year Kunio Maekawa and Yoshiro Taniguchi 
graduated from the Department of Architecture at the University of Tokyo, the 
school from which I too was eventually to graduate. The 930s were a period in 
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which they and others such as Sutemi Horiguchi, Junzo Sakakura, and Antonin 
Raymond at last introduced into Japan the architectural ideas of modernism rep-
resented by the Bauhaus and the Esprit Nouveau. Their works, however, were few 
in number and limited to certain areas, so I consider myself fortunate in having 
encountered a number of representative buildings of the era early on. My good 
fortune lay in the fact that, as a child, I was able to experience these buildings 
directly, as I would a new type of train or airplane, un ltered by an understanding 
of the radicalism the architects advocated.

My rst actual encounter with a work of modern architecture took place 
quite by chance when I was seven years old. I accompanied a neighbor, Masachika 
Murata, on a visit to the home of the architect Kameki Tsuchiura, with whom 
Murata was apprenticing at the time. I recall the Tsuchiura House in Meguro as 
a simple white structure. That in itself was nothing unusual, since both Murata 
and I lived in houses that were white. But the multilevel space inside and the 
slender steel railing in the entrance area made a very strong impression on me as 
a child; the materiality of the glass and steel as perceived in that white space was 
completely new to me. From this and other modern houses that I subsequently 
visited, I sensed how exciting modern, white architecture must have been for 
young architects who were embarking on their careers at the time.

In my childhood I also had a number of opportunities to go with my parents 
to see foreign ships enter the port of Yokohama. I would invariably dash from 
the wharf to one of the piers, and there in front of me would be these layers of 
decks and vertical masts and stacks, like lines and planes in a De Stijl composi-
tion. The cabins with their portholes were like capsule spaces, and the  rst- class 
salon and dining room were decorated in splendid Art Deco design. The polished 
wood decks, the steel railings, the canvas stretched over boats, the white painted 
surfaces—each of these elements projected its own powerful materiality. The ship 
was a huge machine that constituted a far more powerful statement of modernism 
than any work of architecture.

ATELIER AND LABORATORY:  CENTER OF CREATIVITY

In the 950s, Japan was rebuilding, still feeling the e ects of the war’s devasta-
tion, while the United States was at its zenith as the world’s most powerful and 
a uent nation. I spent that decade studying architecture, rst at Tokyo University 
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and then in the United States. In Japanese universities, upperclassmen and gradu-
ate students pursue their studies in groups called kenkyushitsu (literally “research 
laboratories”) organized around individual faculty members. The Kenzo Tange 
Laboratory at Tokyo University had a number of outstanding graduate students 
and was engaged at the time in preparing construction documents for the Hiro-
shima Peace Center, which had been the subject of a competition. From the time 
of my graduation thesis and during the short time I spent in Tange’s kenkyushitsu 
until my departure for study in the United States, I was able to get a brief but 
intense exposure to Tange’s way of working on architectural and urban designs. 
Arata Isozaki and Kisho Kurokawa would also pass through Tange’s kenkyushitsu 
a few years later. 

The university kenkyushitsu’s sphere of activity was then o cially limited 
to Japan, but Tange was already seeking to bring an international perspective to 
his laboratory’s work. Tange was only one of several architects who emerged in 
postwar Japan, but he was perhaps the most aggressive in testing out what was 
new. It was an exciting time for architecture globally, particularly in the United 
States. Exploration into new forms of architectural expression—through the use 
of new materials, curtain walls, and  large- span structures such as shells and tensile 
members—had been suspended for many years surrounding the World War, and 
was now being resumed at last. Eero Saarinen and Paul Rudolph were among the 
leading American architects of the time. Saarinen in particular had an approach 
to design very similar to that of Tange, and it is widely known that Tange and 
members of his atelier were keenly aware of Saarinen’s work.

Looking back after the passage of several decades, I nd that, in its readiness 
to test out new ideas, Tange’s kenkyushitsu had qualities of both the atelier of an 

1.1 Interior of Kameki 
Tsuchiura House, Tokyo, 
935.
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artist and the laboratory of a scientist. The artistic side of design studies was then 
and is today well understood, but the scienti c laboratory’s mode of investiga-
tion required the existence of issues that could be clearly tested and resolved. Of 
course, countless new issues emerge for architecture in every generation, but in 
comparison with the broad technological and societal issues of those postwar 
years, the issues under discussion today may appear quite specialized; seem-
ingly few, with the possible exception of environmental sustainability, a ect 
architecture as a whole. In parallel with this gradual trend toward dividing is-
sues into specialist camps, as more experts view architecture as an autonomous 
domain of knowledge, the  laboratory- like kenkyushitsu format has gradually 
fallen into disfavor and disappeared from many architecture schools. I consider 
myself fortunate to have had the opportunity, however brief, to experience 
the excitement of scienti c inquiry in the process of my design education. 
That is because the dual character of Tange’s kenkyushitsu—part atelier, part 
laboratory—revealed to me the strange, often paradoxical nature of design in 
architectural o ces. The kenkyushitsu may simply have been a product of the 
times, but it has exerted an enormous in uence on the way I have subsequently 
organized my own practice.

Perhaps it was due to Tange’s in uence that I began to understand that every 
architect must have an ideal approach to design, for that approach is in itself a 
work of design. The issue is always how to proceed from a blank sheet of paper to 
realization—that is, how to direct and in uence group behavior in a concentrated 
and unique way toward a certain objective. I hold as my ideal an organizational 
structure in which the group, while centered around one person and one theme, 
is in a state of ux, pushed this way and that way by internal contradictions 

1.2 Members of the Kenzo Tange 
Architectural Lab at Tokyo University 
meeting at his house (Tange sits with 
folded arms at left), 960s.
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and con icts of imagination. Decisions are gradually made on the basis of ob-
jective reasoning, as is necessary for the creation of something as concrete as 
 architecture.

Any discussion of architectural ideas must include an examination of how 
architecture is made. This is something I constantly sensed as, over the next thirty 
years, I saw at close hand how architects in Japan and overseas conducted their 
lives and produced their designs, and I continued to ask myself what the essential 
nature of modernity was.

SERT’S EXAMPLE AT HARVARD

Upon graduating from Tokyo University in 952, I went to the United States to 
continue my architectural education. After studying at Cranbrook Academy for 
one year, I entered the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University in 953. 
It was in that year that Josep Lluis Sert became dean of the school, while also as-
suming duties from Walter Gropius as Chairman of the Architecture Department 
and director of the Master’s Degree design studio. As one of sixteen members 
in Sert’s rst class, I had the opportunity to receive his instruction directly, and 
that was how more than thirty years of cherished friendship with him began. By 
late September 953, the days were already cool and the show of autumn foliage 
had begun in New England. In those years, the GSD was located in Harvard 
Yard’s Robinson Hall, and Sert’s o ce was in its southeastern corner. I vividly 
remember how, at our rst meeting, his black suit and bow tie stood out against 
the white background of the room. As he came forward to greet me, an intense 
energy emanated from his short, stout gure, an energy somehow di erent from 

1.3 Josep Lluis Sert, dean of 
the Harvard Graduate School 
of Design, 953– 969.
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that of an American. In rapid succession he asked me for news of Kenzo Tange, 
whom he had come to know through CIAM meetings, and of his old friends, 
Kunio Maekawa and Junzo Sakakura.

Like Maekawa and Sakakura, Sert had worked in Le Corbusier’s atelier on rue 
de Sèvres in his youth. Having long served as chairman of CIAM, Sert had strong 
connections to numerous architects and scholars around the world; as dean of the 
GSD for the next twenty years, he would invite many of those prominent gures 
to teach and lecture at the school in his quest to make Harvard a point of contact 
between foreign (primarily European) architects and American architectural edu-
cation. Those invited included not only practicing architects and city planners but 
also historians such as Sigfried Giedion and sculptors such as Costantino Nivola 
and Naum Gabo.

In 953, the studio for the Master’s program was in a high- ceilinged room on 
the rst oor, on the west side of the building; it was there that twice a week, on 
Tuesdays and Fridays from two to six, Sert came around to each one of us in turn 
and gave us critiques. The American drafting tables were slightly high for him. 
His forearms resting on the table, he would peer at our drawings and o er criti-
cism that was fair and always to the point. The basis of his architectural criticism 
even then was an urbanism that was humane and—to borrow a word that became 
fashionable only much later—contextual. The given problems were always for 
actual sites, and he placed great importance on key design issues such as adapting 
buildings to surrounding conditions; exterior spaces created by architecture; clar-
ity of planning; appropriate scale to accommodate the ebb and ow of human 
movement; sectional development of space and the introduction of natural light; 
and rhythm and variety in fenestration. While these concerns followed a certain 
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tradition of orthodox, modern architectural thought, they nevertheless placed a 
greater emphasis on the human experience of space, compared to the functional-
ism espoused by Gropius. Sert was unsparing in his criticism toward projects that 
did not display sensitivity for such concerns. Whereas Gropius had been more 
a verbal critic, Sert often picked up a pencil and made sketches to get his ideas 
across. As I discovered later in working at his atelier, what he preached in the class-
room he practiced in his own design work. Sert’s humanist philosophy is manifest 
today in his many built works.

At the same time, however, Sert attempted to develop a wide range of criti-
cism within the school, inviting as visiting professors such notable gures as Er-
nesto Rogers, partner of the Milan- based rm BBPR and editor of Casabella.  An 
emotional, expressive man of large build, Rogers would often have di erences of 
opinion with the diminutive, highly rational Sert. We students took pleasure in 
listening to their exchanges, as well as to Rogers’s anecdotes and witticisms about 
architecture or architects. He once memorably commented that “to an architect, 
design is like a irtatious girlfriend: you never get enough in return, no matter 
how much love, money, and time you invest.” A few years later, in 958, Rogers’s 

rm was to design and build Torre Velasca in Milan. This building was strongly 
criticized by members of Team X at the 959 CIAM meeting in Otterlo; the criti-
cism was leveled in an atmosphere suggestive of a religious trial. Rogers died not 
long afterward, but with time Torre Velasca was indeed recognized as a work of 
historic signi cance, marking the advent of postmodernism in Europe.

Despite the presence of such charismatic and controversial gures on the 
GSD faculty, still the greatest fortune for those of us graduating in 954 remained 
the fact that Sert gave so much of himself to the studio.

PROFESSIONAL INTERNSHIP IN NEW YORK AND CAMBRIDGE

Finishing the Master’s course in June 954, I became a junior designer under 
Gordon Bunshaft at the New York o ce of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM). 
About a year had passed when a Harvard classmate, Dolf Schnebli (later a profes-
sor of architecture at the ETH- Zürich), informed me that he would soon be 
returning to his native Switzerland and suggested that I try working in his place 
at Sert’s New York o ce. Having by this time become fairly well acquainted with 
the organizational approach of a large o ce, and looking for new kinds of design 
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challenges, I soon left SOM and joined Sert’s o ce. In those years Sert was work-
ing in partnership with Paul Wiener and principally involved in urban planning 
projects in capital cities throughout Latin America. When I joined his o ce, he 
was commencing work on what would be his rst real architectural project since 
his arrival in America. It was the schematic design for an American embassy com-
plex to be built in Baghdad, facing the Euphrates River. Incorporating various 
water channels drawn from the Euphrates, the project included the ambassador’s 
residence, staff quarters, a chancellery, and other facilities. Above all it was a work 
of urban design, and since the university was now in summer recess, Sert could 
devote all his energy to this project in New York.

Unlike SOM’s o ce, Sert’s studio was small and informal; it occupied a pent-
house on the fth oor of a modest building not far from Times Square, in an 
area where women of dubious character loitered in doorways even in the daytime. 
Working late at night, we would sometimes hear an orchestra performing at a 
wedding reception in the hotel across the street and see people dancing. Emerg-
ing onto Times Square at ve in the morning after an all- night stint at the o ce, 
we found the crowds of the previous night gone and the streets empty, save for 
newspapers blown about by the wind; the only sign of human presence would be 
the sight of a few customers sitting in a  twenty- four- hour cafeteria.

I recall that when we nally got to the stage of preparing to send our model 
of the Baghdad Embassy to the U.S. State Department, Sert’s beautiful, petite 
wife, Moncha, showed up at the o ce to help add trees to the model. There was 
a  family- like atmosphere in Sert’s studio which does not exist in large o ces, 
only in small ones, particularly in those that are just starting out. Aside from 
one American employee, everyone was European or, like myself, Asian, and we 
all held strong convictions about architecture. When our discussions became too 
heated, Paul Wiener would come into the room to restore calm, saying “pianis-
simo, pianissimo!” as though he were a conductor chiding his orchestra.

When September approached—and, with it, the need to return to university 
duties—Sert decided to move his o ce to Cambridge. I was then thinking of 
entering a doctoral program at Harvard, and it was soon agreed that I would work 
part- time in his o ce while taking some classes. The Serts chose as a temporary 
o ce a detached house in a quiet neighborhood, not far from Harvard Square, 
with a connected room above the garage. There were only four of us working 
there: a Pole, a Dane, an American, and myself.
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The  Polish- born Joseph Zalewski, who also taught at Harvard, had miracu-
lously escaped from the Warsaw Ghetto during World War II and had come to 
know Sert through Le Corbusier’s o ce after the war. Eventually he became 
Sert’s most trusted partner. He possessed an acute formal sensitivity, and though 
he could be stubborn, he was a very gentle soul. Among the students who got to 
know him well at the university, many praised him unreservedly as a great teacher. 
In Sert’s o ce, it was common to see Sert discuss things with Zalewski as he de-
signed. In a reversal of the usual  employer- employee relationship, Sert was often 
the designer and Zalewski the critic.

When we had to work late, Sert would sometimes invite us for  before- dinner 
drinks and talk to us of his ideas on European history, art, and architecture in a 
relaxed atmosphere that could not be duplicated in school. The Serts, who had 
no children, were extremely fond of their beautiful, gray Persian cat. When from 
time to time they left for a weekend in their house on Long Island, the cat was 
left in our care. Once, when we weren’t looking, the cat got out of the house and 
disappeared; fortunately for all of us, it reappeared some time later.

As the staff gradually expanded, the atelier became cramped, and we moved 
to the second oor of an apartment building less than two minutes from Harvard 
Square with an address I still remember: 54 Boylston Street.  This wood- frame 
building was divided in two in the middle, and each side had its own stairway. My 
own apartment was on the same oor as the o ce, but on the other side. This is 
as close as my residence and workplace have ever been or probably ever will be. In 
the half- basement facing Boylston Street was the Patisserie Gabriel, a co ee shop 
with a French atmosphere. When I got up in the morning, I would rst go down 
and have a breakfast of co ee and croissants and then either go to the university or 
ascend the other stairway to go to the o ce. Such was the simple life I led then. 
My bedroom was separated from Sert’s o ce only by a wood- framed wall; more 
than once when I had overslept, on Sert’s orders someone in the o ce would 
bang on that wall. The arrangement did have its advantages in that I could always 
go home and take a quick shower if I got a little fatigued; this came in handy, 
because just at that time I was often working straight through the night on the 
competition for the American Embassy in London.

Near the end of my time working at his o ce, in 956, Sert organized the 
rst Urban Design Conference at Harvard. Richard Neutra gave the keynote 

speech, and many members of CIAM took part. What impressed me most at 
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the conference, however, was the feeling that a new movement in urbanism was 
beginning in the United States. Jane Jacobs, who was then writing The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, gave an impassioned speech; Edward Bacon intro-
duced his new redevelopment plan for the central district in Philadelphia and the 
philosophy behind it; and Victor Gruen unveiled a bold proposal for turning the 
central district in Fort Worth into a  pedestrian- only zone. We sensed something 
new was about to be born.

A sense of solidarity developed among those of us who took part in that 
moment in history, just as it does among participants in movements in art or 
technological revolutions. However, every movement or revolution will eventu-
ally mature and wane. The only alternative then is to start something new. There 
is no guarantee that that something new will succeed, but such a course of action 
is unquestionably preferable to adhering to the status quo. That is what moves his-
tory along, even if the contribution made by each individual is modest.

MY YEARS AT WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY

In spring of 956, as I was taking several courses at Harvard and working part-
 time in the o ce of Sert and Jackson, I became friends with the architect Paul 
Rudolph. He was then designing the Jewett Center at Wellesley College and 
had moved temporarily from New York to Cambridge. Our friendship was based 
on a shared passion for discussing everything new and topical in contemporary 
architecture; in the 950s, this included the recent works of the great  twentieth-
 century masters such as Le Corbusier and Mies, who were still alive at that time. 
I still recall a lively discussion Rudolph and I had over a meal regarding the sculp-
tural silhouettes of two of Le Corbusier’s late works, the Millowners’ Building in 
Ahmedabad and the monastery of La Tourette. Then as now, there was nothing 
more interesting, no better conversation topic for young architects than to discuss 
other architects and to evaluate their works.

One day Rudolph told me that Washington University in St. Louis was 
searching for young design instructors, and that he would recommend me if I 
was interested in applying. I did apply and eventually gained an interview with 
the new dean, Joseph Passonneau, who was just then beginning to reshape the 
School of Architecture’s program. At the time, I also had received an o er from 
the architecture department at North Carolina State University. It seemed to me, 
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however, that Washington University was at a critical turning point in its history, 
and so I took the opportunity to be a part of it.

After four years on the U.S. East Coast, St. Louis would provide my rst 
experience of living in the Midwest. I initially found myself a studio apartment in 
what was for its neighborhood a relatively tall building, on a corner of Delmar, 
the east- west avenue on the north side of Forest Park. The city I saw from my 
apartment window was, aside from a few low hills, basically at. Like Chicago 
and Kansas City, this city on the Mississippi River had developed westward. It 
was a typical example of a city with what urban geographers referred to as a 
concentric zone system. The development of its suburban districts had come at 
a price; St. Louis’s downtown area and the old residential districts immediately 
around it were su ering a decline that was already palpable by the mid- 950s. 
The  Pruitt- Igoe Housing Project, which the community planning studio at the 
university took up, was still in good condition then but was fated to disappear 
not long thereafter.

In Tokyo, Cambridge, and New York, my relationship to the city, its streets 
and blocks, had always been as a pedestrian. My lifestyle in St. Louis was quite 
di erent from what I had known previously: it involved traveling by car between 
various points. Those points were my apartment, the commercial area where 
Delmar Avenue and the gate to University City met, the university campus, the 
restaurants and movie theaters to which I went at times with friends, and the 
homes of close friends. St. Louis as I knew it was merely the sum total of those 
points and the lines connecting those points. Naturally, had I lived longer in St. 
Louis, or had I been of the age when strolls again became part of my daily regi-
men, my relationship to the city might have been di erent. However, I built up a 
strong image of St. Louis—the long vistas of avenues, the spaciousness and green-
ery of Forest Park, the railway station and masonry gate that were symbolic of 
 nineteenth- century culture, and the massive concrete piers of steel bridges—with 
little physical contact of that kind.2

My life in St. Louis thus began within an extremely simple temporal and 
spatial framework, with the activity of the School of Architecture at its center. 
A simple life can also mean a full life. Architects today carry datebooks full of 
appointments, and life seems to be largely a matter of getting through those ap-
pointments, one after another. Architects back in the 950s, whether in practice 
or in teaching, were surely not as tied up with engagements as we are today. A 


