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AbsTrAcT

Time, as an object of study, is assuming a gradually more significant role in 
architectural theory. The limitation of natural resources lost in the process of construction 
as well as the increase in the quantity of demolition waste generated by this industry 
are two of the main factors pressing contemporary architects to create more sustainable 
designs.

In Japan, although the importance of sustainability is well acknowledged within 
the construction industry, the circumstances are rather different. The influence of Zen 
Buddhism and Shintoism, the tradition of wood in construction along with the frequency 
of earthquakes culminate in the interpretation of buildings as temporary objects. Adding 
to this, Japanese volatile land market pushes buildings onto an extremely short service 
life.

Living in Fukuoka for nine months has allowed me to come into close contact with 
this reality. In a dense city where majority of buildings are younger than 20 years old, I 
wondered if this build-demolish-rebuild cycle was the only possible option. The moving 
of the university campus and the subsequent vacancy of its buildings presented itself as 
an opportunity to study this matter further.

This dissertation and its architecture project derive its conclusions from a 
combination of my personal experiences in Japan, contacting with its architecture and 
its people, and the influence of the Western culture that raised me. The project, in all its 
components, expresses my inferences on how a flexible and adaptable building could be 
achieved in contemporary Japanese architecture. It is also a reflection upon the essential 
elements of this architecture and how I envisage they could respond favourably to 
changes in their surrounding community’s needs. It is also a thorough consideration on 
how architecture can manage the unalterable passage of time.

Key words: Japanese architecture, adaptability, flexibility, time.
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resumo

A questão do tempo é um dos objectos de estudo mais relevantes na teoria da 
arquitectura contemporânea. A escassez dos recursos naturais, muitos destes perdidos 
no processo de construção, assim como o aumento na geração de recursos de destruição 
e demolição são dois dos principais factores que levam os arquitectos a procurar formas 
mais sustentáveis de desenhar edifícios .

No Japão, embora a importância da sustentabilidade seja reconhecida pela 
indústria da construção, as circunstâncias são um pouco distintas das do mundo 
ocidental. A influência do Budismo Zen e do Shindoísmo, bem como a tradição da 
construção em madeira e a frequente ocurrência de terramotos contribuem para que os 
edifícios sejam vistos como objectos temporários e não como elementos permanentes da 
paisagem construída.

A experiência de ter vivido em Fukuoka durante nove meses permitiu-me entrar 
em contacto com esta realidade. Numa cidade densa em que a maioria do edificado tem 
menos de 20 anos põe-se a questão se este ciclo de construção-demolição-reconstrução é o 
único cenário possível. A mudança de área do meu campus universitário e o consequente 
abandono do seu edificado apresentaram-se como uma oportunidade para investigar 
este tema a fundo. 

Esta dissertação e o projecto de arquitectura desenvolvidos retiram as suas 
conclusões não só das minhas experiências pessoais no Japão, o contacto próximo com 
a sua arquitectura e as suas pessoas, mas também dos conhecimentos adquiridos numa 
vivência influenciada pela cultura ocidental. O projecto de arquitectura, em todos os seus 
componentes, expressa a minha interpretação de como um edifício flexível e adaptável 
pode ser constituído na arquitectura japonesa contemporânea. É também uma reflexão 
sobre os elementos fundamentais desta arquitectura e como imagino que estes possam 
responder favoravelmente às mudanças da comunidade onde se inserem. É, acima de 
tudo, uma reflexão profunda de como a arquitectura pode lidar com a improrrogável 
passagem do tempo.

Palavras-chave: arquitectura japonesa, adaptabilidade, flexibilidade, tempo.
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概要
「時間」は建築分野での研究において、その重要性が高まっている。建設で

失われている天然資源の制限、解体廃棄物の増加は、より持続可能な建物の設計
を求めている。

日本にても持続可能性の重さは認められているが、その環境が西洋とは異
なっておる。地震が多い環境のため発達した木造建物は、地震の際は早期に破壊
されるものであり、禅宗と新党の影響で建物は一時的なものと考えられている。そ
のうえ 、変わり易い不動産環境は建物の寿命をより短くさせる。

９か月間福岡に住んだ私は、この現実が肌で感じれた。この町での建物の過
半数は20年未満のもので考えられた。新築-撤去-再築、このサイクルが単一の答え
だろうか。九州大学のキャンパス移転により、空いている建物の様子から、この問題
をより深く考えてみるきっかけとなった。

本研究と設計は、西洋の環境で育ってた私が日本の建築や人々に会った経
験から、両方の環境を理解する努力のうえに 行った。

この設計は、 日本現代建築に柔軟(flexible)で 適応性(adaptable)を持つ建
物を 実現 する方法を提示した。この要素は将来のコミュニティーのニーズにどう
答えられるかに関する質問での必修要素でもある。

最後に、この論文は、建物が経験する時間の記憶を維持させる方法の考察
である。

キーワード:　日本の建築、柔軟性、適応性、建物の記憶
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1introduction



2

“I have a passionate desire to design such buildings, 
buildings that, in time, grow naturally into being a part 
of  the form and history of  their place.” 1 

This dissertation focuses on the role of time in Japanese 
architecture, its influence in the life of a building and its effect 
in the constitution of a city. 

My experience living in Fukuoka, Japan for nine 
months made me acknowledge the specificity of Japan’s 
culture of ephemerality. When I learned about the moving of 
my university campus in Hakozaki (comprising over 100.000 
m2 of built area) to a new location, I considered it would be 
an opportunity to further my understanding of the buildings’ 
unsustainability in Japan’s volatile scenario and also to enquire 
if an alternative to this apparent rule could be found.

In Japan, the idea of time when mentioning architecture 
practice can assume antagonistic shapes. If on the one hand 
we have the Shikinen Sengu, the re-building of Shinto shrines 
periodically to render them eternal2 , on the other hand 
we have the appalling average life of 17 years for a regular 
building in Tokyo3. These two very different approaches in 
dealing with a building’s ageing seem to be clashing at first, 
but they work together in giving depth to the layers that 
compose the modern Japanese city.

With this specific context in mind in addition to the 
influence of the culture I was brought up on, I decided to 
use the case of the moving of the Kyushu university facilities 

1 Peter Zumthor, Thinking Architecture, 2nd, expanded ed. ed.(Basel ; 
Boston: Birkhäuser, 2006), p.16. 
2 EDAHIRO, Junko ,Japan for Sustainability Newsletter, Nº132, August 
2013, http://www.japanfs.org/en/news/archives/news_id034293.html
3 BRAND, Stewart, How Buildings Learn and what happens after they’re 
built, US: Peguin, 1995, p.82
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in Hakozaki to study the matter of time in architecture. In 
starting this dissertation it was important to understand 
what made Japan’s current disposal of old buildings its most 
frequent practice and if it was possible in these modern 
cities to preserve buildings, giving them a second life after 
their original function was altered. Also relevant as an initial 
question was how could a new design in contemporary 
architecture become flexible or adaptable enough to respond 
to different necessities and uses across time and whether this 
would be a realistic solution to Japan’s current practices.

This dissertation, excluding introduction and final 
considerations, is organized in five main chapters. The first 
chapter addresses the perception and influence of time in 
Japanese culture, focusing on its effects in architecture and, 
consequently, on the durability of buildings. 

The second chapter introduces the case of the 
Hakozaki campus in which the project will be developed, also 
explaining which buildings are to be maintained and why.

The third chapter addresses the current theory and 
methodology being developed in Western practice related to 
the perishing of buildings and its consequences. The concepts 
of flexibility and adaptability are introduced and discussed in 
this part.

In the fourth chapter, five examples are selected to 
analyse the concepts of flexibility and adaptability, as well as 
their expression both in Japan and in the West.

The fifth and final chapter describes the project 
created for the former Hakozaki campus which comprehends 
the creation of an urban park, the adaptive re-use of three 
buildings belonging to the university and the design of a new 
building exploring the concepts of adaptability and flexibility 
in a Japanese context. 
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This dissertation is strongly supported by my 
experience of Japanese cities and their architecture. The 
majority of the examples used in characterizing the Japanese 
space were places I visited and which helped me build my 
own understanding of Japanese architecture. However, this 
document derive its conclusions not only from this personal 
experience but also from the investigation and analysis of 
varied written materials on the subjects, conversations with 
Japanese architects and an enquiry to the campus community. 

Finally, the length of this document is justified by the 
necessity to clarify the particularity of Japanese perception of 
time and its effect in its built environment in contrast to the 
Western viewpoint more familiar to those reading this.
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2.1 INTroDucTIoN

“We have no history. Our history starts now.” 1

Japan’s current understanding of time and of the past as 
entities separated from the present is one of the basic cultural 
elements brought to life by the Meiji Restoration of 1868. The 
quotation above expresses a lament by a Japanese intellectual 
to the German anthropologist Erwin Bälz when reflecting 
upon the intense transformations being conducted by the 
Japanese government in the attempt of the modernization 
of the country. When in 1872 Japan officially adopted both 
the Gregorian calendar and the Western 24-hour-system, 
the idea of establishing a “new time”, or bunmeikaika, had 
as its main objectives the complete separation of this new 
modern era from the previous rituals and beliefs associated 
to the Tokugawa period 2, as well as the preparation of its 
population for the dramatic changes in their daily lives and 
practices.  Myths and other protohistoric elements that were 
deeply connected to the sense of purpose of Japan as a nation 
were separated from historic knowledge and attributed to 
literature. 

“Chronology domesticates pasts, or those 
heterogeneous times, by placing select events, things 
or ideas into a series of  prior moments of  the 
present.” 3

1 George Macklin Wilson, "Time and History in Japan," The American 
Historical Review 85, no. 3 (1980): p.570.
2 Also known as Edo Period, it comprises the period between 1603 and 
1868 in which Japan was ruled by the Tokyugawa Shonugate and had its 
boundaries closed to foreign influence.
3 Stefan Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan(Princeton, N.J. ; Woodstock: 
Princeton University Press, 2004), p.113.
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As an outcome of this abrupt severance with tradition’s 
familiarity, Japanese historian, Sokichi Tsuda established 
a distinction between 2 types of history as perceived by the 
Japanese. Rekishi was said to be the one that fixed the past 
and the myths as ahistorical constructs, something that 
belongs to the realm of tradition. He also identified another 
type of historical approach in Japanese society, the one that 
emerged with the Meiji revolution,  which he called Shigaku. 
Sokichi understood Shigaku as the emphasiser of the recently 
acquired values of progress and non-linearity.4 

“Life gives form to history, and life is formed by the 
past, but it does not continue exactly as it has, it 
constantly faces the future and establishes new forms; 
and, that which forms a new life changes contemporary 
life, faces the future, and creates a new life.” 5

The task of selecting portions of an already widely 
accepted past to construct a new version of common history is 
an essential piece in the process of modernization of a society. 
Nostalgia, anachronism, traditionalism and conservationism 
are all forces at play in this field.6 The perception of one’s 
past and time will forever shape “the way people choose to 
organize their communities as well as the values they want to 
live by, die for and bequeath to posterity.” 7

One cannot talk about the perception of time in Japan 
without mentioning the influence of Buddhist philosophy. 
Traditionally, in Buddhist thought, life is perceived as 

4 “Time and the Paradox of  the Orient,” Toajia bunka kosho kenkyu 4(2009): 
p.174.
5 Sokichi Tsuda, “Rekishi no mujunsei,” Tsuda Sōkichi: zenshū, vol 20, 
(1965): p. 189.
6 Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan, p.21.
7 Wilson, “Time and History in Japan,” p.558.
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impermanent and transitory, not as something that leads 
to some sort of finitude, but as something defined by its 
momentariness.8 The concept of time dominant in Western 
society is one that pursues continuity and duration, and that 
understands life as something that happens in sequence.

“Time is a mental device to give order to events by 
identifying them as coexisting or successive. Moments 
do not exist in themselves; they are classes of  events 
in which there is no need to distinguish one event as 
occurring before the other.” 9 

However, in the East, the doctrine is one of discontinuity 
and lack of duration of events in time.10 A common example 
used to explain this phenomenon is the formation of waves 
in the sea. Once one wave is formed, it assumes a shape that 
is familiar to us for a moment; as the wave approaches the 
shore the characteristics that once defined it start to vanish 
and are, finally, lost. After this wave, another one arises as if 
completely independent from the one that preceded and the 
process is repeated (Fig. 2-1). According to this philosophy, 
past, present and future are all different moments in their 
entity, even though they are somehow connected in a causal 
relation.  

In Western concept, time is something that defines 
how life happens and limits its existence, whereas Buddhist 
understanding has no need for finitude or sequence, existence 
is perceived as atemporal and transcendental. Since all things 
are acknowledged as temporary and perishable there is 
no need to fix them in time. Things are therefore deemed 

8 Kenneth K. Inada, “Time and Temporality: A Buddhit Approach,” 
Philosophy East and West 24, no. 2 (1974): p.171.
9 Kevin Lynch, What Time Is This Place?(Cambridge (Mass.), London: 
M.I.T. Press, 1972), p.120.
10 Joan Stambaugh, “Time, Finitude and Finality,” Philosophy East and West 
24, no. 2 (1974): p.131.

Fig. 2-1 | Kanagawa Oki Nami Ura (The Great 
Wave off Kanagawa), ukiyo-e by Hokusai in 1831.
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irrelevant and disposable.

This acceptance of the impermanence of existence and 
the subsequent lack of attachment to material things plays an 
important part in the way Japanese society takes care of and 
connects to their surroundings. 

2.2 TIme PermANeNce 
On buildings that Outlive their surrOundings

“Beauty is in what time does. Any building older than 
100 years will be considered beautiful no matter what” 11

Japanese traditional understanding of beauty, Wabi 
Sabi, is said to be, not really an aesthetic guide, but instead, 
a tool to bring people back to their roots in nature as well 
as to provide them with a sense of peace by disposing of 
the superficial.12 This philosophy, deeply connected with 
Buddhist principles, is formed by two distinct units: Wabi, the 
simplicity and tranquillity of crafted artefacts and Sabi, the 
beauty that the passage of time brings upon all things. In this 
part of the research we will focus on the concept of Sabi and 
how conventionally the Japanese appreciated the decay and 
ageing of things as a new stage of their development.

Even though Sabi describes an appreciation of things 
for their past, it cannot be understood as a synonym for the 
Western appraisal of antiquity that arose, first in Renaissance 
with the discovery of  Classic ruins, and then again in the 
18th century with the systematization of archaeology as a 
scientific discipline. Sabi depicts that the initial beauty of a 
brand new object is only enhanced with time, that the wear 
and tear of everyday use as well as the repair needed don’t 

11 Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built(New 
York, NY ; London: Viking, 1994), p.90.
12 James Crowley, Sandra Crowley, and Joseph Putnam, Wabi Sabi 
Style(Layton, Utah : Gibbs Smith 2001), p.4.
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diminish an artefact’s value, but add to it. One example of 
this conception is Kintsugi -金継ぎ- (literally patching with 
gold), the traditional repair of broken ceramic objects by the 
use of gold lacquer in its junctions (Fig. 2-2). The new object 
that emerges from the pieces of the old one is cherished by 
its imperfection. When finally time brings an object to the 
threshold of its demise, Sabi has reached its ultimate stadium, 
the natural cycle of organic life is complete.13 

Having this concept in mind it is not hard to understand 
how Japan is the host of the oldest wooden structure of the 
world – the five-story pagoda of Horyu-ji temple, in Nara (Fig. 
3). Built in 607 b.C,14 this complex of buildings is embraced 
as the founding moment of Japanese culture, one of the few 
portals to the authentic Japanese “beauty of over 1000 years”.

However, society did not always identify buildings as 
portrayals of Sabi the same way it did with other objects. In 
fact, up until the Meiji Restoration, Horyu-ji was popularly 
known as bimbo dera (poor temple)15. At this time, when it 
came to buildings, it was natural to hate the old and strive for 
the new. Once the capital was changed to Edo (present day 
Tokyo), the temple of Kamakura assumed the role of main site 
of pilgrimage, determining the decline of Horyu-ji around the 

16th century, when emperor Hideyoshi decided to reduce 
considerably the funding for its maintenance. 

13 Teiji Ito, Ikko Tanaka, and Tsune Sesoko, Wabi, Sabi, Suki : The Essence of  
Japanese Beauty(Hiroshima, Japan: Mazda Motor Corp., 1993), p.7.
14 Some parts of  the complex are known to be reconstructions from 670 
b.C when a fire burnt most of  the temple to the ground.
15  Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan, p.170.

Fig. 2-2 | Tea container from the 18th century 
repaired using the kintsugi technique.
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Fig. 2-3 | The Five Story Pagoda in Horyu-ji.



12

“Environments rich in historic remains often follow a 
particular pattern: once markedly prosperous, they then 
suffered a rapid economic decline and remained stagnant 
for long periods, through continuing to be occupied and 
at least partially maintained. This stagnation must 
then be followed by a second period of  wealth (whether 
belonging to the region itself  or brought in by visitors) 
that can bear the costs of  preservation”16

It is important to notice that up until the Meiji 
Restoration, even though we can say Japan had two main 
religions (Shinto and Buddhism), they were not really 
perceived by the population as distinguishable things. Not 
only were the deities interchangeable, also the place for prayer 
could be a shrine or a temple for both creeds. Along with the 
new Meiji government, the necessity to create a fresh sense of 
nation also arose. Thus was decided that Shinto and Buddhist 
should be separated as religions, and Shinto, (acknowledged as 
the original indigenous religion of Japanese population), was 
favoured over Buddhism, (considered a foreign importation). 
As the religious practices were so deeply integrated in 
social life conventions, the 1868’s Shinbutsu Bunri (Law 
separating Buddhism and Shinto) was a very important step 
in establishing the beginning of what would later become an 
extreme nationalistic reaction.

16 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.31.

Fig. 2-4 | The kondou building in Horyu-ji 
temple.
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At this point most Buddhist temples suffered 
widespread destruction, with its buildings burned and its 
artefacts stolen or destroyed. It is remarkable to notice that 
Horyu-ji did not suffer any harm at this time.

Following this anti-Buddhism movement, previously 
Buddhist items lost their connection to the political ideologies 
of the past and started being appreciated by their aesthetic 
qualities. Paintings and sculptures were moved around Japan 
and exhibited in what seemed to be an admiration of the 
“past, as an object that depicts a part of that prior age, and 
of the present, as a representation that brings that earlier 
moment into a meaningful relationship with the present.”17 
However, in this celebration of the ancient, architecture was 
still not perceived as worthy of admiration. One curious 
aspect is that, at this moment, older Buddhist temples were 
so completely deprived of their previous meaning that, in 
1875, Todai-ji served as an exhibition hall for this kind of 
antiquary’s showings.

“It no longer possessed the grandeur spirituality, power 
and wealth of  the past. It was now a public (i.e. 
empty) space (the closest thing in 1875 to a convention 
center) whose meaning depended on the contents of  the 
moment” 18

17 Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan, p.171.
18 Ibid., p.36.

Fig. 2-5 | Daibutsu-den (Great Buddah Hall) in 
Todai-ji where these exhibitions were conducted.
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Not long after this, around 1880, influenced by the acts 
of preservation arising from the West, the Japanese started 
looking at these buildings as containers of a re-oriented 
national past.  The Ministry of Foreign Affairs created 
a capital fund for the preservation of cultural resources 
(buukazai) but when applied to buildings, the majority that 
received any grant were either Shinto shrines or Buddhist 
temples. Also, the amount of money being shared was so 
little that restoration of some heavily neglected examples was 
completely impossible.

We can say that Horyu-ji could only live to become the 
world’s oldest wooden structure because of the intervention 
of the Japanese historian Ito Chuuta. In his thesis he described 
this Buddhist temple as the “most superb construction among 
our country’s architecture”, turning it into a symbol of a past 
shared by an entire nation, as the “zero point from where 
Japan progresses”19.

 “The past must be chosen and changed, made in the 
present. Choosing a past helps us to construct a future”20

This process of using objects or buildings to represent 
historical moments was an important part of the creation 
of a modern sense of nation in Japan. Horyu-ji was slowly 
transformed into a ghost town; the life that once brought 
people there to pray was replaced by this fixed symbolization 
of an original past. In the 21st century it stands as “a dead, but 
valued complex of buildings.”21

Japan has come a long way since then and as of February 
of 2014, the list of buildings being managed as important 
cultural property is as shown in Table 2-1. By observing this 
table, we can conclude that after the Meiji Restoration, the 
concept of “building of value” started to encompass other 
types of public buildings.

19 Ibid., p.173.
20 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.64.
21 Tanaka, New Times in Modern Japan, p.177.

Fig. 2-6 | Remainings of a Torii in what now is 
Mishima Bay in Fukuoka. (above)

Fig. 2-7 | Torii standing near a residence 
neighbourhood in Kashiihama, Fukuoka. To 

mention that in the land facing the torii no housing 
building was erected.
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Nevertheless, this doesn’t mean that the only 
manifestations of architecture that survive the constant 
reconstruction and renewal of Japanese cities are those 
considered cultural treasures by Japanese government. In 
Japanese cities we can often find gates of Shinto shrines 
(torii) that still stand decades after the shrine itself has been 
destroyed. (Fig. 2-6, Fig. 2-7)

It is also important to refer that, unless the buildings 
were considered worthy of management by the emperor or 
the government, it was very hard for them to survive the 
frequent earthquakes that affected the archipelago, as well 
as the numerous fires that burned the majority of these 
buildings, generally made out of wood, to the ground.

NUMBER OF BUILDINGS 

Before Meiji Restoration (1868) After Meiji Restoration 

Total Nara 

710-84 

Heian 

794-1185 

Kamakura 

1192-1333 

Muromachi 

1338-1573 

Momoyama 

1573-1603 

Edo 

1603 - 

1867 

Meiji 

1868-

1912 

Taisho 

1912-

26 

Showa 

1926- 

89 

Shrines  4 46 306 162 681 2   1201 

Temples 28 35 147 349 127 458 6   1150 

Castles     115 119 1   235 

Housing    7 25 121    153 

Minka    3 1 737 94 12  847 

Other 1 12 122 54 10 61 1   261 

Religious       22 9 1 32 

Schools       57 6 5 68 

Cultural       23 23 14 60 

Government       21 7  28 

Commercial       18 4 5 27 

Industry      1 151 56 35 243 

Total 29 51 315 719 440 2177 587 207 89 4629 

Table 2-1 | National treasure and important 
cultural properties of Japan by age and building 
type as of February, 2014. Information published by  
Agency  for Cultural Affairs.
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“To preserve effectively, we must know for what the past 
is being retained and for whom.” 22 

Horyu-ji was chosen as one of the most urgent cases of 
restoration when in 1897 the Meiji government issued the Law 
for the Preservation of Ancient Shrines and Temples, which 
was highly improbable at the time since the temple had been 
abandoned for centuries and it belonged to a religion that the 
new era was trying to suppress. We cannot say whether the 
choice to preserve it came from a nationalistic idea to capture 
the essence of the Japanese adaptation of Chinese Buddhism 
or from an actual feeling of nostalgia of those, like Ito Chuuta, 
who could see through the dilapidated pieces, the patina of 
a glorious history. The temple ended up surviving for years 
simply because of the collective conviction of its structure as 
the origin of something that was, in 19th century, still part of 
what it meant to be Japanese.

Nevertheless, it is ironic to realize that the oldest 
building in Japan is also the one that hosts the religion that 
advocates the impermanence of all things.

22 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.64.
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2.3 TIme DeNIAL 
  On the Shikinen Sengu ceremOny

“My study [of  history] has led me to the conclusion that 
tradition cannot continue to live of  its own force, and 
that it cannot be considered in itself  a creative energy. 
To be transformed into something creative, tradition 
must be denied and, in a sense, destroyed. Instead of  
being apotheosized, it must be desecrated.” 

 Kenzo Tange in 1959 23

Shikinen Sengu, also simply referred to as Sengu is a 
ceremony that implies the reconstruction and consequent 
renewal of Shinto shrines in approximately every generation. 
This name is often mistakenly attributed to the process of 
rebuilding of Jingu Shrine, in Ise, one of the oldest practices 
still being conducted on a regular schedule. Nevertheless, 
as many as 30 shrines are still object of this procedure in 
21st century Japan even though some of them are not as 
systematically planned as Ise. 

The interval between reconstructions is usually the 
equivalent to a generation’s lifespan although not all shrines 
obey the same time specification. The intervals vary greatly, 
the shortest period is of 13 years (Nukusaki Jinja, in Gunma) 
while the longest is of 50 years (Kamo Mioya Jinja, in Kyoto), 
Jingu Shrine is rebuilt every 20 years and some other temples 
don’t even have a regular time span (Izumo Taisha, in Shimane). 
The required time between re-constructions is stipulated in 
order to ensure that the skills needed to maintain the shrine 
(knowledge of architecture and carpentry, techniques of 

23 Kenzo Tange, “An Approach to Tradition” cited from Jonathan 
M. Reynolds, “Ise Shrine and a Modernist Construction of  Japanese 
Tradition,” The Art Bulletin 83, no. 2 (2001): p.324.
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metalwork, dyeing, lacquering, etc) are passed down from 
one generation of artisans to the next24 as well as to guaranty 
that the pureness of the materials and architecture form are 
being preserved. Since the buildings we mention are built in 
its majority out of wood, it is also necessary to safeguard the 
availability of the materials for the rebuilding. As of the latest 
reconstruction of Ise Jingu in 2013, it is estimated that over 
15.000 cypress trees were necessary for its renewal, as well as 
900 meters of silk, 3.75 kilograms of gold and 250 kilograms 
of lacquer, reaching a total cost of as much as 55 billion yen 
(≈4 billion euro).25 (Fig. 2-8)

24 Dominic Mciver Lopes, “Shikinen Sengu and the Ontology of  
Architecture in Japan,” The Journal of  Aesthetics and Art Criticism 65, no. 1 
(2007): p.82.
25 Ibid., p.80.

Fig. 2-8 | The old main shrine of Isu Jingu (built 
in 1992) above and its new replacement finished 

in 2013.
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The concept of periodic renewal is something deeply 
ingrained in Shinto religion whose festivals are timed after 
the cycles of agricultural crop. The first shrines were also, 
very often, temporary; built only to honour a deity when 
celebrating a festival.26 The contrast between this doctrine of 
constant regeneration and the one of ephemerality advocated 
by Buddhism is evident. However, due to the deep connection 
between Buddhist and Shinto religions up until the Meiji 
Restoration, in Japan, some Buddhist temples were also 
targets of this renewal process. The Kinkaku-ji, popularly 
known as The Golden Pavilion, in Kyoto, was completely 
destroyed in 1950 by a fire set by a monk who wanted to 
protest the Buddhism commercialization of Meiji era (Fig. 
2-10). Contrary to the Buddhist philosophy, the temple was 
entirely rebuilt in 1955. Another example is the Kofuku-ji, 
in Nara, that has been rebuilt more than once and moved in 
different locations in a similar fashion to the one conducted 
in Ise. The most recent reconstruction is still in progress and 
is to be completed in 2018.

 “If  we compare the architecture of  Western civilization 
to a museum, Japanese architecture [is like] a theatre”27

When thinking of architecture in the West, we always 
have this image of something that persists longer than man 
and has its real age written in its materiality. Building a 
structure that lasts centuries would mean employing stones 
or bricks in its construction whereas in Japan no such thing 
occurs. Building, be it for eternity or not, is almost always 
building in wood which changes radically the terms in which a 
building is appreciated. The Western idea of an old building is 
based on the idea of repair. Shinto notion is based on the idea 

26 Felicia G. Bock, “The Rites of  Renewal at Ise,” Monumenta Nipponica 29, 
no. 1 (1974): p.55.
27 Toyo Ito in an interview with Sophie Roulet and Sophie Soulie, entitled 
“Towards a post ephemeral architecture,” cited in Lopes, “Shikinen Sengu 
and the Ontology of  Architecture in Japan,” p.77.

Fig. 2-9 | The main temple of Ise Jingu in 1953. 
The design and construction techniques remain 
the same.(above) 
Fig. 2-10 | The burnt structure of Kinkaku-ji in 
1950.
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of replacement. Building a Shinto shrine is also an analogy for 
the regeneration of the kami (Shinto gods) and the continuity 
of life. Rebuilding over and over again is striving not only for 
longevity, but also, for undying perfection.

“Perfection is frustratingly temporary always” 28

This perfection comes, however, at a high cost. 
Although in the past vast forests were tended for centuries in 
order to guarantee the material provisions needed, with the 
sudden demographic surge of the Edo period (1603-1868), 
more trees were taken down to be used as firewood than saved 
as raw construction materials. As a result, some shrines had 
their reconstruction postponed or even cancelled for good.

At a first glance, this tradition appears to be 
environmentally unsustainable, since the previous shrine is 
still operational, from a purely structural and architectural 
point of view, at the time it is dismantled. The high 
maintenance of natural resources demanded by the extremely 
short periods of time between reconstructions is also one of 
the factors that hold these procedures as implausible by 21st 

century construction standards.

Since the Heian era (794-1185) a great part of the 
wood used in the sanctuaries of Ise Shrine is shipped across 
Japan to help repair smaller shrines in need. Conventionally, 
the treasures enclosed in the shrine were buried or given away 
to priests. Recently these sacred treasures have been given to 
museums and are exhibited all over Japan. 

Besides being used to repair other shrines, some pieces 
of the older temple have already future uses designated. The 
two 11-meters-high pillars that support the roof from Naiku 
and Geku sanctuaries are used for other 20 years in the 
reconstruction of the two torii gates on the bridge that guards 
the Jingu Shrine (Fig. 2-11). After 20 years they are once again 

28 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.167.

Fig. 2-11 | Ise’s main torii and bridge in 1950.
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used to rebuild other torii gates nearby, creating something 
like a re-use chain.29 

When contemplating time and the ageing of buildings 
in Japan, we need to take into consideration not only the 
buildings whose history begins when they are new and ceases 
when they decay, but also those which, like Shinto shrines, 
keep on living with a permanent new configuration from 
reconstruction to reconstruction. “What is old is the type and 
what is young is its current instance”.30

2.4 FLeeTING TIme
On the early death Of buildings

“There is no art as impermanent as architecture. All 
that solid brick and stone mean nothing, concrete is as 
evanescent as air. The monuments of  our civilization 
stand, usually in negotiable real estate, their value goes 
down as the land value goes up.” 31

In the 1994’s book “How Buildings Learn”, Stewart 
Brand stated that the average life expectancy for a building in 
Tokyo was of 17 years.32 As of 2012, The European Business 
Council (EBC) published a study that revealed that the life 
span of a building in Japan was around 30 years.33 However, 

29 Junko Edahiro, “Rebuilding Every 20 Years Renders Sanctuaries Eternal 
- the Sengu Ceremony at Jingu Shrine in Ise,” JFS Newsletter 132(2013).
available in: http://www.japanfs.org/en/news/archives/news_id034293.
html
30 Lopes, “Shikinen Sengu and the Ontology of  Architecture in Japan,” 
p.82.
31 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.82.
32 Ibid.
33 The European Business Council in Japan, Delivering Trade Potential - 
the Ebc Report on the Japanese Business Environment, (2012), https://
www.ebc-jp.com/downloads/2012-WP-E.pdf. p.21.
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the directive elaborated by the Minister of Finance, for the 
calculation of asset values and depreciation for income tax, 
declares that the “service-life” of a commercial building is of 
50 years, while housing can have a lifespan of 47 years, if built 
in concrete, or 22 years, if built in wood.34 

All of these values, while different between each other, 
share the same implication: a culture of disposable buildings. 
As mentioned before, this way of connecting with one’s 
environment has root in both the Buddhist dogmas as well 
as in the fast decaying of the traditional wooden structures 
under natural calamities or war. We can find other examples 
of the “expiration” period given to buildings in practices such 
as the destruction of palaces after the passing of the sovereign. 
The housing of the emperor was burned along with the body 
as a method to prevent any contagion by death.35 

Yet, another important cause for this short lifespan 
of buildings lies in a peculiar socioeconomic aspect of 
modern-day Japan: the land ownership system. While in 
Western countries the building and the land form a single 
entity, in Japan they are perceived as separate units, hence 
the government’s necessity to establish a “service-life” value. 
In the West, what usually makes the land value rise is the 
construction of something in that same land as well as the 
maintenance of that building across decades. The situation 
in Japan is quite particular. The market price of the land 
and the building are completely independent of each other 
and the real economic value belongs to the land.36 Averagely 
speaking, a building in a Japanese urban area costs about 

34 Yukio Komatsu, “Service Lives of  Building -Actual Life-Spans 
Determined by Factual Investigation,”  The Japan News by The Yomiuri 
Shinbun(2011), http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/adv/wol/dy/opinion/
earthquake_120213.html.
35 Bock, “The Rites of  Renewal at Ise,” p.55.
36 Richard Koo and Masaya Sasaki, “Obstacles to Affluence: Thoughts on 
Japanese Housing,” NRI Papers 137(2008): p.13.
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10% of the price of land where it rests.37 Whilst the land-tax 
value steadily rises, the building can only decrease in worth. 
This explains why the land prices in Japan tend to be seen as 
extremely volatile.

“A building is not primarily a building, it is primarily 
property.”38

The most shocking example is in the residential 
construction field. As described before, the Ministry of 
Finances declared that concrete housings (also known as 
mansions in Japan) should have a lifespan of 47 years. In 
their paper intituled “Obstacles to Affluence: Thoughts on 
Japanese Housing” Richard Koo and Masaya Sasaki express 
that the main difference between houses in Japan and in the 
Western world is the way they are appreciated both legally 
and culturally. While in the West a house is perceived as a 
capital good, something that is reliable and which value will 
either be kept or rise as long as the building is maintained, 
in Japan, the houses last only about 30 years, making them a 
commodity. It is estimated that in the Japanese land market, 
a house loses one fifteenth of its original value every year, 
which means that after 15 years of inhabitation, a house is 
worth barely nothing.39 

“The building is a depreciating asset until the point it 
is unusable and has to be demolished. Then, it becomes 
a liability.”40

Even when inheriting a house, the taxes are so high 
that it is almost mandatory that most heirs sell the entire 

37 Botond Bognar, “What Goes up, Must Come Down: Recent Urban 
Architecture in Japan,” Harvard Design Magazine 3(1997): p.3.
38 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.5.
39 Koo and Sasaki, “Obstacles to Affluence: Thoughts on Japanese 
Housing,” p.1.
40 Hiroko Saito, “The Apartment Management System in Japan,” The lease 
(2006).
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propriety or build another development after demolishing 
the previous building and selling part of the land to cover the 
taxes.41 Having an estate with nothing sitting on it is just a 
pricey burden.

As Fig. 2-12 shows, even though the amount of new 
housing construction is at its lowest when comparing to 
values from 1980s, it is rising since 2008. These values, 
however, do not mean that new building stock is being added 
to the Japanese market. Until the end of the 20th century, 
almost 80% of new construction was, indeed, associated to 
the increment of the building stock, but after the 1990s, the 
majority of this new residential construction (60%) comes 

41 Bognar, “What Goes up, Must Come Down: Recent Urban Architecture 
in Japan,” p.3.

Fig. 2-12 | New construction of residential 
buildings in Japan from 1980 until 2012.

Fig. 2-13 | Japanese building stock evolution.
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from the replacement of the housing constructed during the 
economic bubble of the post-world war period.42

As of 2008, housing built after the 1970s accounted for 
78% of the building stock of Japan.43 (Fig. 2-13)

Even if this overwhelming obsession with the new 
appears to be especially strong in the housing market, it 
is not specific to it. When in 1986, Kenzo Tange won the 

42 Y. Fujino and T. Noguchi, Stock Management for Sustainable Urban 
Regeneration(Springer, 2008), p.19.
43 Koo and Sasaki, “Obstacles to Affluence: Thoughts on Japanese 
Housing,” p.3.

Fig. 2-14 | Short building life syndrome in central 
Tokyo for steel structure and reinforced concrete 
buildings. 

Fig. 2-15 | Age composition of building stocks in 
several countries.
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competition for the Tokyo Metropolitan Government’s new 
department, the previous city hall building, also designed by 
Tange, was not even 30 years old, which is far less than the 50 
years “service life” that the Ministry of Finance suggests for a 
public building. In 1986, Toyo Ito designed the “Nomad” bar 
and Restaurant that stood for less than a year before being 
demolished. (Fig. 2-14)

This management of built assets is notably irresponsible 
when considering the current standards of sustainability 
being held in Japan. In fact, after a law passed in 2000, 80% 
of building waste from demolition is being recycled in the 
archipelago. When considering concrete, the astonishing 
amount of 98% is being recycled as roadbed gravel. The only 
issue is that there is more gravel available than roads in need 
of it.44

 Illegal waste dumping is another of the problematic 
consequences of this building-demolition-rebuilding cycle. 
In a 2008 study conducted by the Ministry of Environment 
73% of the illegal disposed waste was originated in the 
construction industry.

“Cities devour buildings.”45 This standardization of 
real-estate appreciation over a building’s service, although 
taken to extremes in Japan, is not specific to this country. 
Buildings also get old in high valued estate in the Western 
world but somehow it is not rare for these buildings to survive 
time. (Fig. 2-15) What makes them resist being demolished 
and giving place to something newer and more profitable? 
How do we go through the trouble of maintaining an old 
building? And why do we choose this option over starting 
afresh continuously?

44 Elisabeth Braw, “Japan’s Disposable Home Culture Is an Environmental 
and Financial Headache,”  The Guardian(2014), http://www.theguardian.
com/sustainable-business/disposable-homes-japan-environment-
lifespan-sustainability.
45 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.5.
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3.1 THe mAIN cITY 
 fukuOka

The city of Fukuoka is located in the southwest of Japan, 
in the island of Kyushu (Fig. 3-1). The city now is the result of 
the merging of two different cities in Edo Period: Hakata, the 
merchant city and Fukuoka, the city where the samurai lived. 
They merged in 1889 but their unique characteristics can still 
be felt in the 21st century.

Due to its geographical relation with other main Asian 
cities (its distance from Seoul is the same to Tokyo) it played 
an important role as a connector between Japan and East Asia 
throughout history. Since the 7th century the port of Hakata 
is one of the most important commercial gateways of Japan. 
To better serve the trade activity, the shape of the city was 
dramatically altered in the following centuries. Up until the 
21st century the city’s coastline continued to be redefined.1 
(Fig. 3-2)

1 Since Fukuoka is surrounded by mountains the growth of  the city is 
limited. To react to this impediment, the city has been growing trough 
artificial coastlines, damaging the connection between inhabitants and sea

Fig. 3-1 | Map of Japan and location of Fukuoka. 
(above)

Fig. 3-2 | Fukuoka’s original coast line and 2013’s 
coast line superimposed. (below)
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Fukuoka is also the 9th most populated city in Japan, 
with an estimated population of 1,489,753 habitants (as 
of 2010), ranking higher than major cities such as Kyoto. 
However, more relevant to Japan’s current demographic 
situation, is the fact that Fukuoka is the “youngest” city 
in Japan. It is the only Japanese city whose population is 
estimated to keep growing constantly up until 2030, contrary 
to the trend of the rest of the country (where depopulation is 
the assumption)(Fig. 3-3) 

3.1.1 urbAN DeVeLoPmeNT

The history of urban planning as a subject in Japan, 
and specifically in Fukuoka, started to be addressed mainly 
after the destruction generated by World War II. Between 
1946 and 2000, the government created urban norms such as 
the “Special City Planning Act” (1946), which focused on the 
re-construction and re-adjustment of the lands devastated, 
and the “New Urban Planning Law” (1968), which had as its 
main goal the control of soaring land prices and the urban 
sprawl that was scattering main cities in Japan. These norms 
were critical in the establishment of a paced recuperation of 
Japanese people’s lives all around the country.

Only in 2001, did the Fukuoka City Council produce 
an urban master plan that addressed the specific conditions 
of the town (Fig. 3-4). The decisions taken in the elaboration 
of these planning guidelines were crucial to the development 
of important institutions of the city, such as the Port of 
Hakata and also Kyushu University. With the rapid expansion 
of the population at the end of the 20th century, the city 
centre, Tenjin, had become overcrowded, serving mainly 
as a shopping and business district. As a way to balance the 
flow of people and services, it was decided that two other sub 
centres should be created. Since the city is mainly distributed 
along Hakata Bay, the two new city centres were placed one in 
each end of the bay, with Tenjin in a central position to them. 

Fig. 3-3 | Demographic evolution in Fukuoka.
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On the northeast end, an artificial island was constructed in 
order to expand the port area and to provide new zones for 
housing and office development. Since Kyushu University 
was already planning the relocation of its main campus, it was 
decided that the new campus should be allocated at the other 
end, becoming the remaining sub-centre. The moving of the 
campus, which now comprehends an area of over 42 ha, will 
imply a delicate management not only of its remains, such as 
buildings and parks, but also of the urban life of the place that 
was mainly dependant on the constant presence of members 
of the academic community.

Fig. 3-4 | Fukuoka City Planning Master Plan 
(2001). The two stars mark the new sub-centres 

planned.
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3.2 KYusHu uNIVersITY AND 
THe HAKozAKI cAmPus

The history of the university goes back to the beginning 
of the 20th century with the establishment of Fukuoka Medical 
College in 1903. Later, the Fukuoka Institute of Technology 
was also created, and in April of 1911 they merged to create 
the new Kyushu Imperial University. The first building of this 
university was the “Faculty of Engineering”, built in bricks 
and in a Western style, setting the tone for the buildings to 
follow. Regrettably, in December of 1923 this building was 
destroyed by a fire, causing not only the loss of academic 
journals and research, but also of the campus’ first and most 
symbolical piece of architecture. The university couldn’t be 
the same without it so only 6 days after this accident, the 
reconstruction of the building was planned and ordered. 5 
years later, the construction of a more resistant reinforced 
concrete replica was started. However fires were not rare in 
Hakozaki campus; various buildings burned to the ground 
in the following 20 years, some of them due to bombing 
by the American military during WWII (Fig. 3-6), and the 
construction of replacements in concrete became the most 
popular recovery plan.

In 1947, the name of the university was changed to its 
current iteration: Kyushu University. Following this, there 
was an intense growth of the area of the campus, as well as the 
establishment of new faculties. 

Fig. 3-5 | Faculty of Engineering in 1914.
Fig. 3-6 | US military phantom aircraft crash in 
1968.
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Fig. 3-7 | Evolution of 
built area from Hakozaki 

campus.

1986 – Again there are 
relevant differences 
in this map, mostly 

to accommodate the 
addition of core buildings 

to the campus such as 
the Memorial Hall/ 

Auditorium.

1964 – Large number 
of new buildings when 

compared to the plan 
of 1930. Most likely the 
previous buildings were 

destroyed by either fire or 
earthquakes

1930 – The growth 
continues with the 

completion of the new 
Engineering Faculty as 
well as the Faculties of 

Law and Literature

1922 – Conclusion of 
Agriculture Faculty 

and re-construction of 
Engineering Faculty still 

in process
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3.3 DecLINe AND moVING oF 
HAKozAKI cAmPus

In 1991, 10 years before the new master plan for the 
city of Fukuoka was issued, the university committee decided 
that it was better for the future life of Kyushu University if its 
original campus was re-located and rebuilt anew in a different 
area of the town. 

The official motives for this decision were varied: the 
degradation of the research and learning environment as well 
as the deterioration of the buildings; the nuisance that the 
proximity of the campus to the Fukuoka airport caused in 
lectures and the necessity to separate technical from general 
education inside the campus. Other causes included the ever 
rising land value of the Hakozaki area along with the lack of 
space to expand research laboratories of various faculties. 

Fundamentally, the buildings were too old and most of 
them received barely any maintenance action since the time 
they were built (Fig. 3-8, Fig. 3-9). Also, the majority of the 
constructions were erected in the post-war period and their 
design deems the adding or the subtracting of parts a very 
difficult task. “No maintenance; no building.”1

 As seen before, Japan has almost no significant 
tradition of adaptive re-use of old buildings to new 
necessities. As new demands arise, old buildings are 
declared unfit and “die”. The constantly evolving earthquake-
resistance regulations for structures also advocates their 
unsuitability after a very short service period. Changing 
a building’s structure is just as expensive as perilous 
 which turns demolition and rebuilding a more economically 
rentable option.

1 Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built(New 
York, NY ; London: Viking, 1994), p.110.

Fig. 3-8 | Aerospace Engineering Faculty in 1939.
(above) 
Fig. 3-9 |The same faculty in 2014.
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In short, the buildings in the campus didn’t adapt to 
new circumstances, they weren’t even given the chance to.

3.4 A PAsT To PreserVe

Although the adaptation of buildings is not common 
that doesn’t mean that buildings hold no value to the 
Japanese people. As mentioned earlier, when the “Faculty 
of Engineering” succumbed to a fire in 1914, the follow-up 
was the re-construction of a clone of this symbolic building, 
instead of a more modern or simply different design. The 
building was, in fact, so admired that the re-construction was 
built in reinforced concrete, a technique still recent in 1920’s 
Japan.

Understanding the importance that some of the 
buildings had, not only in the lives of the academic community 
but also within the daily life of Hakozaki’s inhabitants, a 
special committee was created in mid 2000s in order to 
analyse which buildings should be preserved. This committee 
was mainly composed by university members, though local 
meetings with the community were also conducted.

Along with these, new policies for the urban 
development of the area of the campus were also established 
in order to entice future developers, as well as to guide their 
intervention.

Fig. 3-10 |Buildings abandoned as of 2005 
in Hakozaki campus including “Faculty of 

Engineering” mentioned earlier, the headquarters 
and manuscript library, among others.



35

Fig. 3-11 |The destruction of the “Faculty of 
Engineering” in 1923. (above) 
Fig. 3-12 |Building reconstruction of the same 
faculty in reinforced concrete in 1930.
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3.4.1 urbAN GuIDeLINes 
     fOr future develOpment

In 2013, Kyushu University published a document 
with some urban intentions to be applied on the area, after 
the final moving of the faculties in 2019.  

The main urban guidelines are as follow:
•	 Create new sustainability and growth;
•	 Create environment for education and research;
•	 Take advantage of the high convenience and 

location of advanced medical facilities – Kyushu 
University Hospital;

•	 Cherish historical and cultural resources.

Throughout the report we can find some ideas for the 
future use of the land but nothing overly determined. New 
industries with regional connection, research institutions or 
schools as well as a proper re-appropriation of the buildings 
that symbolize Kyushu University as a 100-years-old 
institution are some of the examples cited. More pragmatic 
changes in the urban design of the area are also noted such as 
the improvement of the traffic conditions and the design of 
different functions in such a way that creates a sense of unity 
within the city.

In Fig. 3-13 it is possible to see one illustration of the 
distribution of these areas in plan. Some functional areas are 
identified although extremely vaguely (pink: growth/vitality/
cultural exchanges; yellow: safety/ relief/ commitment; purple: 
education/ research.) There are some desired connections 
designed as well, although their aim is still mainly conceptual.

Fig. 3-13 | Future plan concept for the Hakozaki 
Campus area.
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3.4.2  buILDING PreserVATIoN

As mentioned, an evaluation of the buildings that 
comprise the campus was also conducted. The buildings were 
availed by a committee formed by professionals of different 
specialties in order to better understand the complexity of 
their impact in the community. Each building underwent a 
series of inquiries that were organized into 5 main categories: 
history, architecture, and culture, re-use possibilities and 
seismic performance. The buildings received scores in all of 
these different categories. The higher the score, the higher the 
possibility and need for preservation of the building.

However simple this method can appear to be, 
when analysing the results published, some outcomes seem 
contradictory. 

For instance, the building that ranked highest in 
the overall evaluation was the Faculty of Engineering. The 
cultural, historical and architectonic relevance of this building 
may leave no doubt, but in terms of seismic performance the 
investigation concluded: “It is a reinforced concrete building 
but for earthquake resistance it is insufficient, the structure is 
degraded, seismic retrofitting is required.” 

In fact, the majority of the buildings in the top 10 (6 
in 10) couldn’t even be tested on their seismic performance 
because of the lack of information about their structure. 
Moreover, all of them have indications for retrofitting because 
of ageing, deterioration or improper structure for earthquakes, 
which is the case of buildings built entirely in brick.

Even if we do not regard seismic performance as 
important as other categories, the inconsistent issues don’t 
end here. Another category for evaluation is “re-use”, defined 
by the inquiry as “ease of re-use on site as a building”. This 
is a fairly important category, because even if the building is 
very valued inside the community, if it cannot accommodate 
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further uses or grow as necessary, then its value will diminish 
when its original function ceases. Again, in this category, 
the “Faculty of Engineering” was the highest scorer, which 
is rather odd since it has never been used for any other 
function than the “Faculty of Engineering”. After the faculty 
moved functions to Ito Campus in 2005, the building has 
been pretty much abandoned and there is no information 
of growth or adaptation in the history of the building since 
its re-construction in 1930. In comparison, the building that 
hosts the “Faculty of Architecture” has grown 3 times until it 
reached its final (current) version (Fig. 3-14).

This building was able to cope with the necessity of 
its users, growing and changing its form to accommodate 
other departments and uses. Its score in terms of “reuse 
possibilities”, however, is half of the one attributed to the 
“Faculty of Engineering”.

It is hard to understand the exact criteria used in the 
evaluation as well, as the exact weight of each category. The 
results presented seem to portray a slightly biased version of 
the analysis conducted. Since this review was, in part, created 
to entice developers to acquire, and therefore, salvage some 
buildings, the spotlight was shined upon those buildings that 
have an iconic architectonic image, different from what can 
be usually found in the scenario of Japanese cities. 

Due to the inconclusiveness of this inquiry, I decided 
to conduct my own survey in order to better comprehend the 
existent connection between community and buildings

The survey was conducted in an online platform for 
the period of one month, starting on May 30th 2014. Two 
different inquiry sheets were created, one in Japanese aimed 
for the native students, another in English, aimed for exchange 
students in the campus.

Fig. 3-14 | Piece-meal evolution of the Faculty of 
Architecture.
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Fig. 3-15 | “Faculty of Engineering”.
Fig. 3-16 | “Headquarters” (Building 1).
Fig. 3-17 | “Auditorium / Memorial Hall”.
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In total, 69 members of the academic community 
participated in this survey, from which 53% were Japanese, 
while 47% were foreigners. As for their role in the Hakozaki 
Campus, 74% were students, 12% were professors, 7% were 
officers, 4% were researchers and 3% had other functions.

The diversity of background was also important in 
the research since the results could be biased if the majority 
of students had technical knowledge about architecture or if 
none of the students knew the buildings being mentioned. 
The next figure illustrates the background of the people that 
answered the survey.

Regarding the buildings, those presented for analysis 
in the survey were the 14 highest ranked buildings by the 
university in their original 24 elements list. Some of examples 
selected by the university committee for preservation were 
not buildings per se (gates, gardens etc) and were, therefore, 
not included in the inquiry as to make the process easier for 
the participants. 

31%

15%

13%

7%

6%

6%

4%

4%

3%

3%

3%

3%

1%

Human Environmental Studies

Law

International Student Office

Agriculture

Integrated Frontier Sciences

Others

Medicine

Education

Engeneering

Humanities

Systems Life Sciences

 Earth and Planetary Sciences

Literature

Fig. 3-18 | Academic background of the 
participants in the survey.
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The majority of the participants agreed with the 
university’s top two choices (“Faculty of Engineering” and 
“Headquarters” Building 1), but disagreed on the ranking 
of the next buildings (Fig. 3-19). The survey conducted by 
the university availed that the third in line for preservation 
should be “Headquarters” Building 3, which ranked 6th place 
in my own inquiry. The academic community considered the 
“Manuscript Library”, the “Auditorium” and the “Tropical 
Agriculture Institute” as more worthy of maintenance.

Next, it was asked what future functions, if any, could 
the participants envision in three top buildings to preserve. 

18%

17%

10%

10%

8%

8%

7%

6%

5%

4%

4%

2%

1%

1%

Faculty of Engineering

Headquarters (Bldg 1)

Manuscript Library

Memorial Hall / Auditorium

Tropical Agriculture Institute

Headquarters (Bldg 3)

Stress Research Institute

Naval Architects & Engineers Lab.

Admission center

Applied Materials Chemistry Fac.

Aerospace Engineering Faculty

Architecture Faculty

Erosion Control Engineering Lab.

Faculty of Agriculture bldg. 6

Fig. 3-19 | Buildings to be preserved according to 
survey.
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Focusing first on the 3 most voted buildings, 
participants recognized that their primary uses would be 
either “museums” or “monuments”, which indicates a certain 
stiffness in their design was perceived by those who thought 
of it. Surprisingly, even though the “Manuscript Library” 
is regarded as something to be preserved, a high number 
of participants cannot imagine a different function to be 
developed in it (Fig. 3-20).

When analysing other buildings (that had less than 
4% of the participants’ preference to be maintained), further 
possible uses were imagined for them, even though the 
majority of those that responded to the inquiry still recognize 
their adaptation to be very unlikely.

An open field option was also integrated in this final 
part of the inquiry, so as to register further suggestions the 
participants might have about the future of the buildings. 

Fig. 3-20 | To be protected buildings possible 
future uses according to survey.

19%

34%

28%

8%

2%

3%

6%

20%

33%

32%

5%

2%

3%

5%

16%

35%

11%

7%

0%

8%

23%

17.24%

22.99%

27.59%

4.60%

1.15%

9.20%

17.24%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Monument

Museum

Office/Conference

Leisure / Restaurant

Housing

Others

No possible use

Memorial Hall / Auditorium Manuscript Library

Headquarters (Bldg 1) Faculty of Engineering



43

Thus:
•	 Other uses suggested included: movie theatre, 

concert and event hall, welfare facilities, ward 
residents’ hall;

•	 A person said even if there is no use that doesn’t 
mean the buildings should be destroyed;

•	 Another person suggested that the “Faculty of 
Engineering” and “Headquarters” Building 1 
should be maintained exactly as they are while 
other buildings could be partially destroyed;

•	 A person said that there was no point in trying 
hard to save the buildings.

The data yielded by this survey provides strong 
evidence that selected buildings need to be conserved. These 
buildings are containers of memory and their presence 
will assure social and cultural cohesion in the community. 
Although the buildings shall persist mainly unmodified, it is 
necessary that they host new uses and functions more suitable 
to their new lives. 

Also important is to understand how a new design can 
serve as a mediating tool between the memory of the place 
and its new life. Bearing in mind that the majority of the 
constructions in the campus will be demolished because of 
their inability to adapt to new demands, it becomes crucial 
that new designs specially seek this characteristic. 

“What kind of  building might reflect time as formgiver?” 2  

2 Ibid., p.218.
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4.1 INTroDucTIoN

 “The most ecological house is the house that is never 
built.” 1 

 In 1987, the United Nations published a report entitled 
“Our Common Future” in which it described sustainability as a 
form of development seeking to “meet the needs and aspirations 
of the present without compromising the ability to meet those 
of the future.”2  

With the introduction of concrete and steel as preferred 
materials for the expression of the Modern Movement’s ideals 
and the shortening of a building’s service life3 , the construction 
industry became one of the most important producers of waste. 
In the European Union only, the waste produced by construction 
and demolition (C&DW) was estimated at 180 million tons as of 
1999 .4 Even though the legal demand for recycling and re-use 
of this waste is increasingly stronger, the value of the natural 
resources that preceded it cannot be fully regained through 
these processes.

“Conservation is the maintenance in the present of  
resources that, it is judged, will be important even in 
the long-range, largely unpredictable future: avoiding the 
loss or degradation of  goods that are rather sure to be 

1 Bernard Leupen, René Heijne, and Jasper van Zwol, Time-Based 
Architecture(Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2005), p.188.
2 World Commission on Environment and Development., Our Common 
Future, Oxford Paperbacks (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 
1987).
3 The service life of  buildings and installations is the limiting term of  
the buildings and installations during which they maintain the required 
operating qualities.
4 Symonds group cited in Antonio José Damas da Costa Lobato dos 
Santos, “”Desconstrução De Edifícios”: Uma Perspectiva Arquitectónica” 
(Instituto Superior Técnico, 2010), p.78.

Fig. 4-1 | The demolition of  Pruitt-Igoe in 1972.
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continuously reusable, owing to certain probable limits 
to the variation of  events.” 5 

Architecture practice has been trying to find ways of 
designing buildings and spaces with qualities that will allow 
them to last longer. Flexibility and adaptability became two of 
the most important words while describing a building in the 
21st century. It is widely accepted that a building designed to 
have a long service life must have manoeuvring room to change 
and learn from its users. 

4.2. ADAPTAbILITY & FLexIbILITY

Even though the concepts of flexibility and adaptability 
are sometimes used as interchangeable they stand for different 
kinds of time management when applied to architecture.

Flexibility can be defined as the quality of space that 
allows its user to change its spatial layout (versatility) and its use 
(convertibleness)6.  It can be divided into 2 categories according 
to the degree of change it allows. 

The term active flexibility is used when the building 
tolerates small physical changes to its spaces (e.g. a room that 
is subdivided in a moment and can return to its primary size 
easily afterwards). These changes have a short-term character 
and are fundamentally easy to conduct. (Fig. 4-2)

5 Kevin Lynch, What Time Is This Place?(Cambridge (Mass.), London: 
M.I.T. Press, 1972), p.103.
6 Robert; Eguchi Schmidt III, Toru; Austin, Simon; Gibb, Alistair, “What 
Is the Meaning of  Adaptability in the Building Industry?,” in CIB 16th 
International Conference on Open and Sustainable Building (Bilbao, Spain2010), 
p.6.
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Fig. 4-2 | Flexibility in the Japanese house as illustrated in Ozu’s 1953 movie “Tokyo Monogatari”.
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The term passive flexibility is mostly applied when a 
space has a non-hierarchical and neutral relationship with other 
spaces in the building. This gives the space a higher functional 
freedom while stable, meaning that physical transformations 
are not necessary to use the spaces differently. 

This last form of flexibility is usually used as synonym for 
adaptability, however, in the specific context of this dissertation 
other characteristics will be introduced to differentiate between 
them.

Passive flexibility and adaptability are similar in the absence 
of hierarchy and lack of characterization of its spaces which 
allow them to change uses, as mentioned. They differ, still, in 
two aspects: the time-span of these changes and general scope 
of what they encompass. 

 

Thus, passive flexibility is used in terms of a space, for 
example, what used to be a bedroom is now a living room but 
the whole building is still a house (Fig. 4-2), whilst adaptability 
refers to the function of a building as a whole (e.g used to be 
a factory, now is a museum) (Fig. 4-3, Fig. 4-4)

The adaptability of a building is strongly connected to the 
perception of the building as something in process, permanently 
unfinished and adjusting. 

“Useful adaptability is no eternal neutral plasticity 
but rather the current maintenance of  a continuing 
capability to respond to change so as to achieve changing 

Table 4-1 | Differences between  passive flexibility 
and adaptability.

 
TIME SPAN SCOPE 

Passive flexibility 
Short spanned – changes 

across a day/ week 

A space as a 

unit 

Adaptability 
Long spanned – changes 

across years 

A building as 

a whole 
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objectives. It might best be measured as the cost of  
converting present elements of  the environment to likely 
future uses in relation to the cost of  providing for these 
future uses if  one were beginning with an undeveloped 
site” 7 

This differentiation will be significant when comparing 
examples of flexibility and adaptability in Japan versus the West 
in the following chapter.

In conclusion, both ideas of flexibility (active and passive) 
are closer to the quality of the spaces inside a building while 
adaptability englobes the functioning of a building as one single 
entity. A space is flexible when, for example, the use of the room 
may change from eating to sleeping daily (Fig. 4-2) or its area 
can be divided by the disposition of movable inner walls; and 
adaptable when it can easily change between accommodating 
different functions. (Fig. 4-3, Fig. 4-4)

4.3  ADAPTAbILITY As 
recoGNITIoN oF TIme

“A building isn’t something you finish. A building is 
something you start” 8 

Architects have always been trying to deal with the passage 
of time and its effects on buildings. Up until the Industrial 
Revolution, this concern was mostly connected to the duration 
and perishing of construction materials. Since buildings were 
not designed to respond to strict programmatic requests (with 
the exception of perhaps churches), they could bear other uses 
and additions as long as they remained unscathed. 

7 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.112.
8 Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built(New 
York, NY ; London: Viking, 1994), p.188.

Fig. 4-3 | Bankside Power Station in London, 1963.     
(above)

Fig. 4-4 | Tate Modern Gallery in London, 2005.
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At the end of the 18th century, with the Industrial Revolution, 
there was a shift in this recognition of time in construction. 
Function-oriented buildings became the rule and while its 
methodology was considerably more economical in the short-
term, it would condemn these buildings to a brief service life 
decades later. Simultaneously, some architects started thinking 
how to design buildings that could house more than their initial 
function and host multiple uses at a time. Adaptability was 
being developed as a design tool.

“Activities shift cyclically and progressively within their 
relatively unchanging spatial containers. The form of  
those containers cannot therefore “follow function” 
unless the use of  a space is reduced to some single, 
invariant type of  behavior” 9 

In his 1994 book “How Buildings Learn: What Happens after 
They Are Built”, Stewart Brand categorizes 3 types of buildings 
and their ways of reacting to time. 

Low Road Buildings are those which are built in such a 
way that allows people to change them. They are considered 
disposable by their users and therefore incite spontaneous 
alterations to their space.

On the other hand, High Road Buildings are those that are 
beloved for their permanence. Because their design is oversized, 
they are usually very easy to be adapted to various demands.

“Whereas low road buildings are successively gutted 
and begin anew, high road buildings are successively 
refined.” 10  

Brand creates still another category for the buildings 
whose rigid desing is impossible to adapt- No Road Buildings. 
He considers that the majority of buildings produced after the 

9 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.72.
10 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.38.
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Modern Movement fall under this group. Instead of being judged 
for what they can become, these buildings’ value is judged on 
taste and commercial success. In a volatile real-estate market, 
architecture is evaluated by its image and not by its process. 

 “It is truly ironic that our time, which calls itself  
dynamic and full of  change and individuality, has 
produced an architecture more rigid in its articulation 
and less capable of  dealing with the dimension of  time 
than any period before in human history.” 11

To produce time-based buildings architecture needs to 
be thought of as a verb and not as a noun.12  The building 
has to be forgiving to change and adapt to it. Both user and 
construction need time to learn from each other.

“A highly adaptable environment may entail 
psychological as well as economic costs: uncertainty 
and neutrality of  form can disturb behaviour and the 
environmental image” 13 

However sustainable this adaptable way of design may 
be, having a mainly neutral and ever-changing environment 
creates other concerns over time. It becomes unavoidable to 
learn which guidelines we should follow in order to create an 
adaptable, yet culturally acceptable architecture.

11 Leupen, Heijne, and Zwol, Time-Based Architecture, p.27.
12 Schmidt III, “What Is the Meaning of  Adaptability in the Building 
Industry?,” p.5. 
13 Lynch, What Time Is This Place?, p.109.



53

4.4 ADAPTAbILITY As DesIGN

“A building is no longer a single object, a single whole, 
a single entity. In future a building will have to be seen 
as a combination of  systems, each system with its own 
design process, production process and lifetime. Some of  
these systems will be foreign to the field of  architecture, 
but time-based architecture would be impossible without 
them.” 14

According to Brand, in order to better design this adaptable 
architecture it is fundamental to divide the building in “layers” 
according to their permanence. In Fig. 4-5, we can see the six 
layers (Six S’s) described by Brand: site, structure, skin, services, 
space plan and stuff. The thicker the line, the more permanent 
and un-changeable the layer is.

14 Leupen, Heijne, and Zwol, Time-Based Architecture, p.20.

LAYER DURABILITY 
Site Eternal 

Structure 30-300 years 

Skin Around 20 years 

Services 7-15 years 

Space plan 3 years (in public buildings) 

Stuff Daily to monthly 

Fig. 4-5 | The Six “S”s according to Brand.

Table 4-2 | Layers and their permanence according 
to Brand.
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In the Frame Concept (“Kader En Generieke Ruimte”), 
Bernard Leupen enforces the importance of the Structure layer, 
the frame, in the longevity of the building. The focus is not on 
what can be changed, but on what is lasting. The determination 
of the permanent parts in the initial design of a building creates 
different opportunities while dealing with the unpredictability 
the future holds.15  His definition of frame also considers “the 
building’s most important architectural and cultural values, 
which means that the building can react to the changes in the 
requirements imposed on it over time without damaging its 
essential character.” 16

This is not the only approach to the subject of designing 
buildings in a time-conscious way. In his 1975 book “The Oregon 
Experiment”, Christopher Alexander describes another possible 
strategy used in the creation of an adaptable environment.

He starts by acknowledging that buildings are developed 
in 2 different ways: large lump development and piecemeal growth.

 “Large lump development hinges on a view of  the 
environment which is static and discontinuous; piecemeal 
growth hinges on a view of  the environment which is 
dynamic and continuous”  17

15 Ibid., p.18.
16 Ibid.
17 Christopher Alexander, The Oregon Experiment(New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1975), p.76.

Fig. 4-6 | The Frame Concept as illustrated by 
Leupen. (right)

Fig. 4-7 | Large lump development in Oregon 
University. (above)
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Large lump development buildings are those which are 
assumed as something finished and, therefore, with a limited 
lifetime (Fig. 4-7). Their principal hindrance is that their 
development is done in massive pieces, more than 4 stories 
high and 1000 square meters in area. Once they reach the end 
of their lifetime, they are replaced with new constructions also 
having a finite endurance planned. Thus, large lump buildings 
are often replaced and barely ever maintained.

By piecemeal growth view, the buildings are developed in 
small portions at a time, and they spread and adapt according to 
the demands of the users and the site (Fig. 4-8). Their development 
is continuous and smaller in proportion. 

“They are never torn down, never erased; instead they are 
embellished, modified, reduced, enlarged, improved.” 18

 Although Brand doesn’t address this form of adaptable 
development in the same way, he also stresses the existing 
opportunity in building by small parts.

“Build something smaller and more solid, that can 
expand in a variety of  directions later, or, contrarily, 
build something that seems too large now but can be 
grown into easily.” 19 

Alexander’s methodology is rooted in the continuity of 
urban fabric in which both buildings and outdoor spaces hold the 
same importance and its changes are perceived as simple mends 
in the entirety of this fabric.20  Although this procedure was 
successfully applied in Oregon University between the decades 
of 1970 and 80, it is far more difficult to put into action on a 
city scale, since different land ownerships and values may be 
a hindrance in the process. 

18  Ibid., p.70.
19 Brand, How Buildings Learn : What Happens after They’re Built, p.185.
20 Alexander, The Oregon Experiment, p.77.

Fig. 4-8 | Piecemeal growth in Oregon University.
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4.5 sYNTHesIs

To sum up the foregoing point, the creation of a more 
sustainable way of building is vital for the preservation of our 
environment. Since the construction industry is one of the chief 
culprits in the production for the production of waste, it becomes 
decisive that both professionals and users grow more aware of 
the necessity to manage different constructive solutions. The 
natural resources employed in the construction of a building 
are lost in this process. One way architecture as a practice can 
address this condition is by designing buildings that are more 
flexible and/or adaptable.  It is important that buildings become 
“on-going social processes between the designer and the user” 
21  so they can admit more changes and last longer.

21 Schmidt III, “What Is the Meaning of  Adaptability in the Building 
Industry?,” p.8.
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5.1 INTroDucTIoN

This chapter aims to intersect the theory of flexibility 
and adaptability, previously discussed, with the architecture 
practice in both Western and Japanese scenarios. Examples 
of architecture in these two settings were chosen to better 
understand the practicality of these concepts and to analyse 
if their expression has some relation to the geographical and 
climate conditions, material used in the architecture and/or 
cultural influences. Thus, the examples chosen are as follow.

5.2 oN FLexIbILITY

In the selection of the examples to study flexibility it 
was important that they all shared the same typology. Since 
domestic architecture addresses a large scope of functions 
(sleeping, cooking, hygiene, social) it is often the preferred 
field to test and push the boundaries of dwelling. It was also 
relevant that these projects had a similar time context, as 
in, they were built under the same kind of functional and 
technological mindset. If flexibility is to be found in these 
examples it is a consequence of the architecture itself and not 
a tool used during the design process.  

 WESTERN JAPAN 

Flexibility 
Villa Capra“La Rotonda” 

Pombaline Housing 
Katsura Imperial Villa 

Adaptability Bancroft School 
Tokyo University Faculty of 

Engineering Building 2 
Table 5-1 | Examples of study of flexibility and 

adaptability in Western and Japanese cultures.

 BUILT IN ORIGIN TYPOLOGY 

Katsura Imperial Villa 17th century Japan House 

Villa Capra 

“La Rotonda” 16th century Italy House 

Pombaline Housing 18th century Portugal House 

Table 5-2 | Details of the projects being studied 
under flexibility.
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5.2.1 KATsurA ImPerIAL 
VILLA

“Katsura’s main trait is that it has no clearly defined 
dominant form or style” 1

Also known as “Katsura Detached Palace” this villa 
was built in 3 different stages across the 17th century when 
2 styles of residential architecture co-existed in Japan. Shoin-
Zukuri was the style in practice since the medieval period and 
was used in samurai authoritarian houses. The other style was 
the emerging Sukiya-Zukuri, the style in which less formal 
town houses (machiya) were built. Katsura’s design shares 
characteristics of both these styles.

The span of the structure (post and beam made out of 
wood) is determined by the arrangement of the tatami mats. 
The rooms, quite generic in size and style, are divided by 
sliding screens (shoji). Most of these screens can be removed 

1 Arata Isozaki and David B. Stewart, Japan-Ness in Architecture(Cambridge, 
Mass. ; London: MIT Press, 2006), p.269.

Fig. 5-1 | Katsura Imperial Villa. (above)
Fig. 5-2 | Plan of Villa Katsura and its stages of 
construction from dark (oldest) to light (newest).
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allowing, for instance, two smaller rooms to become one 
bigger room. The communication between the spaces can 
be done through different rooms (via the sliding screens) or 
through corridors. The outside corridors, called engawa, help 
filter light and control room temperature while still being 
considered “served spaces” to admire the garden and enjoy 
the sun. 

The different portions of the house were built as 
units – one main room that faces the pond plus its utilitarian 
services.  All of the reception rooms face the garden at a 
uniform angle, setting back from right to left. This gives 
the complex of buildings an idea of asymmetry, rejecting a 
rigid axis which makes it easier to add or remove parts of 
the building while still holding a feeling of togetherness. In 
Japanese architectural tradition this is called a “Flying Geese 
Formation.”2

5.2.2 VILLA cAPrA “LA 
roToNDA”

The second object of study is one of Palladio’s villas 
presented in “Quattro Libri dell’Architettura” (1570). Similarly 
to other Palladian works this villa has a strong base in the 
symmetry and proportion of the Ancient Greek and Roman 
architectures. 

Unlike the previous example, Villa Capra has a 
very clear axis and centrality. The building is perfectly 
symmetrical, excluding some variations in the façade, width 
of steps and retaining walls that were included to allow the 
asymmetry of the existent landscape. In fact, one of the most 
singular aspects of this project within Palladio’s opus is the 
complete denial of hierarchy. All façades are entrances with 
porticos and loggias, all spaces converge and share the same 
centre. The majority of rooms are accessible by crossing 

2 Ibid., p.273.

Fig. 5-3 | The engawa in Katsura Villa. (above)
Fig. 5-4 | The symmetrical Villa Capra “La 

Rotonda”.
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other compartments, while some can be entered through the 
domed centre of the building.  

Although rooms differ in size, they share the same 
underlying grid (typical in Palladio’s grammar) and lack 
characterization in terms of specific usage. There are no 
moveable elements that can be adapted as necessary since the 
building has stone walls and structure.

5.2.3 PombALINe HousING
The last example for comparison is the type of buildings 

designed in Lisbon after the earthquake that devastated the 
city in 1755. 

This type of construction shares some similarities with 
the previous examples. The most common circulation inside 
the house is through the various rooms which are simple and 
not really specific to one use. There is also an underlying idea 
of a grid, which in this case, comes from the desire to assemble 
the façades in a particular metric and not only from a rational 
organization of spaces. The layout of the rooms is also fairly 
simple and ambiguous as seen in the examples before.

One singularity to this typology is the introduction of 
pre-fabrication and standardization as design tools. Since the 

Fig. 5-5 | Presence of the symmetrical axis in 
Palladio’s Villa Capra.
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buildings were intended to have a commercial activity in the 
ground floor, there is also a distinction between the different 
levels in terms of height whereas the plan remains basically 
unchanged. Also, as observed in Fig. 5-7 the stairs are often 
located in the middle of one building serving two different 
apartments very frequently symmetrical between them.

5.2.4 oVerVIeW
The following table clarifies the differences and 

similarities that can be found in the previous projects.

Giampaolo Bordignon Favero, Douglas Translator Lewis, and Andrea Palladio, 
The Villa Emo at Fanzolo. Translated by Douglas Lewis(University Park ; London: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1972), p.18.

 MATERIAL GRID PLAN 
CLEAR 
AXIS 

ACTIVE FLEXIBILITY 
PASSIVE 

FLEXIBILITY 
CIRCULATION 

Katsura 
Imperial 

Villa 

-wood 
-paper 

Tatami 
module 
(≈1.8 x 
0.9m) 

no 

Great part of “walls” 
(shoji) can be moved 

in order to create 
different kinds of 

spaces 

Majority of spaces 
have no specific 
configuration or 

hierarchy 

Through the 
rooms and 

through corridors 

Villa Capra 
“La 

Rotonda” 
-stone 

1 vicentine 
foot 

(0.3475 m)3 
yes no 

Majority of spaces 
have no specific 
configuration or 

hierarchy 

Through the 
rooms and from 

the centre 

Pombaline 
Housing 

-wood 
- stone 

1 palmo 
(≈0.20 m) 

yes no 

Majority of spaces 
have no specific 
configuration or 

hierarchy 

Through the 
rooms 

Fig. 5-6 | Example of a building in Pombaline 
style. (above)

Fig. 5-7 | An entire block of Pombaline housing 
buildings. (right)

Table 5-3 | Comparison between the 3 examples. 
(below)
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3Through its analysis, it becomes clear that the matter 
of flexibility is a concept that is not accomplished using a 
specific type of material or construction technology. However, 
some variations in the nature of the flexibility are connected 
to them. For instance, in Japanese traditional architecture it is 
possible to find active flexibility tools whereas this is not easily 
observable in traditional Western architecture.

The existence of a grid as well as different ways to 
access the same room are also of importance when designing 
flexible spaces. (Fig. 5-8) 

 Finally, flexibility does not depend on the cultural 
environment in which its architecture is developed.

Nevertheless, if we approach these three projects 
considering their adaptability, their performance is not so 
similar after all. Pombaline buildings have been appropriated 
as offices, shops, banks, medical clinics, etc since the 20th 

century. Katsura Imperial Villa, on the other hand, has no 
record of being used as something other than a residence. 
This can, of course, be because of its status as monument 
and a sight-seeing destination, which also happens with 
Palladio’s Villa Capra. Palladio’s work has, however, other 
cases, built under the same language grammar of his villas, 
which could accommodate new uses (Villa Barbaro was used 
as headquarters by general Squillaci during the First World 
War and Palazzo Thienne currently hosts the Banca Popolare 
di Vicenza). As explained in Chapter 2, Japanese culture 
simply doesn’t seem prone to see its flexible houses changing 
functions while maintaining the same image. 

3 Giampaolo Bordignon Favero, Douglas Translator Lewis, and Andrea 
Palladio, The Villa Emo at Fanzolo. Translated by Douglas Lewis(University 
Park ; London: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1972), p.18.

Fig. 5-8 | Types of circulation in the 3 examples. 
In yellow the serving corridors and in red the 
different accesses to each room.
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5.3 oN ADAPTAbILITY

The study of this category will focus on buildings 
whose original function was educational. Since the majority 
of the constructions to be preserved and adapted in Hakozaki 
Campus are faculties, the analysis of buildings with similar 
scale and functional requirements will be relevant in 
understanding the potential of this type of building layout 
when new demands are introduced.

5.3.1 bANcroFT scHooL

The rehabilitation of this elementary school into 
low rent apartments is part of “Make It Right” foundation’s4 
initiative to create new affordable housing for communities 
in need. 

This school was vacant since 1999, when the Bancroft 
Elementary School changed its activities to a new building. 
BNIM architects, in cooperation with the “Make It Right” 
foundation converted the school area into a housing and 
community complex for youth transitioning out of foster 
care, veterans and low-income families. Twenty-nine of these 
affordable rental units were built inside the original school 
building while the remaining units and community centre 
were built around it.

4 Founded by Brad Pitt in 2007 following the disaster caused by Katrina 
hurricane, it is a  foundation that builds homes for communities in need.

 ORIGIN BUILT IN RENOVATED IN 

Bancroft school Missouri, USA 1904 2013 

Faculty of 

engineering 

(building 2) 

Tokyo, Japan 1924 2000-2005 

Table 5-4 | Details of the projects being studied 
under adaptability. (above)

Fig. 5-9 | Bancroft School Apartments.
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The drawings in Fig. 5-10 illustrate the changes 
conducted in this new design. 

Since the dimension of the classrooms and the 
circulation of the building was already very flexible, the 
number of demolished walls is very small. The varying 
areas of the classrooms allowed the creation of three types 
of apartments (one bedroom, two bedrooms and three 
bedrooms) for different occupants. All main walls were 
maintained as well as the position of the windows that 
created the emblematic façade. However, due to requirements 
in energy performance, all outside historical windows were 
replaced by better performing ones keeping the same design. 
An elevator was added to the building to facilitate the access to 
the higher floors. Finally, to provide energy for the communal 
areas of the building, solar panels were installed in the roof. 

Fig. 5-10 | General plan of the Bancroft School 
Apartments development. (above)
Fig. 5-11 | To the left, a classroom before the 
renovation, and to the right a bedroom after the 
renovation. (below)
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Fig. 5-12 | Bancroft School Apartments first floor plan (above) and section (below). In red is the new construction and in 
yellow the demolished parts.
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5.3.2 eNGINeerING FAcuLTY 
buILDING 2 

As stated in the previous chapters, in Japan the adaptive 
re-use of buildings is not an ordinary practice although 
contemporary architects are making an effort to trigger this 
process. 

Perhaps the most influencing project of this type in 
the 21st century has been the transformation of an old copper 
refinery island into a live museum by Kazuyo Sejima in Inu 
Jima (Fig. 5-13). This project, alongside the creations of 
Tadao Ando in Naoshima and Ryue Nishizawa in Teshima, 
have completely revived the ageing community living in the 
Seto Islands. The interventions in the other islands consist 
mainly of new construction whereas Sejima’s Inu Jima Art 
project is first and foremost the rehabilitation of the pre-
existent buildings for an art museum. 

However, due to the nature of the buildings renovated 
in this project, they would not be a very useful case study for 
this research.

The Hongo campus, in Tokyo University, has been 
carrying out a series of rehabilitations in its buildings, the 
majority of which were built in the 1920s and are in a bad 
state of conservation. Even though not a good example 
of adaptability, (since the main purpose continues to be 
educational although the functional requests have changed) 
in Japan’s adaptive re-use scenario this is the closest example 
(in both scale and primary use) that could be found.

The Building 2 of the Faculty of Engineering, one of 
the first of this university was designed by Shozo Uchida in 
1924. This building, along with other examples of the so called 
“Uchida Gothic Style” carry a strong historical meaning not 
only for the academic community, but also for the Japanese 
people. This style which is characterized by its use of brown 

Fig. 5-13 | Inu Jima Art Project by Kazuyo Sejima.
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tile and pilasters can be found in other buildings of the 
university that have been salvaged after the Second World 
War, such as the famous Yasuda Auditorium and building 1 of 
the Faculty of Engineering (which also underwent extensions 
in late 90s). It is also possible to see similarities between this 
style and the one used in the Faculty of Engineering and the 
Headquarters buildings of Kyushu University.

In the 1990s, the University of Tokyo was in need of 
extending its laboratories and classrooms but its original 
buildings had barely any room for manoeuver. The most 
dramatic demand for expansion in area was in Building 2 but 
demolishing it was not an option due to the building’s already 
acknowledged historical relevance. The team of architects, 
composed by Kishida Shogo, Iwaki Kazuya, Miyabe Hiroyuki 
and Kiuchi Toshiki decided to renovate the building’s 
interiors as they were and add two high rise towers above it 
to satisfy the area’s needs. (Fig. 5-16). Between these towers 
an elevated meeting place was created where students have 
lunch and some lectures. The design of these towers has a 
strong contrast with the language of Uchida Gothic Style to 
differentiate them from the original structure.

If we compare the plan of Fig. 5-17 with the Bancroft 
School’s we realize the layout is quite similar. Whilst Bancroft 
School has one serving corridor with classrooms on both 
sides, the Faculty of Engineering has one serving corridor in 
direct connection with the inner façade. Both these projects 
have a U-like shape, although this is more pronounced in 
Building 2. The main entrance is made in the centre and the 
classrooms distributed to the sides in both cases. 

Granting that the demands were different in these 
projects, it would be easy to add rooms in the inside of the 
courtyard and close the U shape of Building 2 to gain more 
area instead of building a whole new different construction 
on top of the existent one. This way of approaching the need 
of more space (in Bancroft School Apartments, the new 

Fig. 5-14 | Building 2 before renovation. (above)
Fig. 5-15 | Building 2 after renovation.  (middle)

Fig. 5-16 | Model of the project. (below)
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construction was made apart from the existent building) is 
also revealing of the idea of adaptability in Japan. Even when 
a building grows, or becomes a bit different, the new piece 
is a new entity by itself not to be confused with its previous 
existence. 

5.4 FINAL coNsIDerATIoNs

By analysing these projects under these categories it 
was possible to extract the following conclusions:

•	 Flexibility as a space quality can be found in both 
Western and Japanese architecture even before this 
concept was formalized in architectural theory 
and practice;

•	 Japanese type of construction allows more ways of 
practicing flexibility because of its light structure;

•	 Although buildings are flexible that does not 
necessarily make them adaptable, but a building 
cannot be adaptable without being flexible;

•	 Cultural background has a strong influence in the 
perception of a building’s life. In Japan, commonly 
a building’s life is as long as its function whilst the 
same does not apply in Western countries;

•	 Finally, as seen in Inu Jima Art Project example, a 
lot of factors (sustainability, shrinking population, 
finitude of resources, etc) are pushing Japan 
to embrace this idea of a second life in a same 
building. It is not impossible to adapt a building 
in Japan’s specific context, it is just still very 
uncommon. 

Fig. 5-17 | Plan of the second floor of Building 
2 (above) and section (below). In red the new 
construction.
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6.1 INTroDucTIoN 

新陳代謝 

(Shinchintaisha): renewal; the act of replacing the old 
with the new

How often does a big portion of a centuries old city get 
wiped out and started anew? If not by Nature’s force, through 
devastating catastrophes, or by mankind’s hand when fighting 
wars, this is rarely the matter. However, as stated in Chapter 
2, Japanese cities are somehow familiar with this process of 
renewal. Before the Second World War, the archipelago was 
already accustomed to having its cities collapsing under 
the impact of earthquakes. But it was only after devastation 
brought on by the war, in which a big part of Japan became a 
sort of tabula rasa to be built upon1, that architects properly 
acknowledged the idiosyncrasy of their cities and a new type 
of design mentality was born.2

“(…) the concept of  metabolism is based on the principles 
of  synchronicity and diachronicity. Diachronicity is, 
of  course, the symbiosis of  past, present and future. 
One of  the basic methods of  metabolism is to overlap 
and overlay time that is clearly and definitely past with 
present and the future” 3

1 Besides the complete destruction of  Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the 
atomic bombs, it is estimated that, duringthe war, Tokyo was destroyed by 
51% and Fukuoka by 24%.
2 The metabolism movement was a post war architecture movement 
in Japan that related issues from biology, such as organic growth, with 
the process of  creating a building. Metabolism buildings were perceived 
as ever-evolving parts of  the city that transformed and adjusted their 
functioning to the requirements of  their time.
3 Kisho Kurokawa, Rediscovering Japanese Space, 1st ed.(New York: 
Weatherhill, 1988), p.22.

Fig. 6-1 | Nagasaki before being hit by the atomic 
bomb in 1945. (above)

Fig. 6-2 | Nagasaki after being hit by the atomic 
bomb in 1945. (below)
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In previous chapters we discussed how the permanence 
of aged elements in the landscape is important to a socially 
stable transformation of city fabric. Although Japanese 
architecture does not preserve its buildings as a rule, we can 
understand through the Metabolism movement’s theory, as 
well as from the results of the inquiry discussed in Chapter 3, 
that 21st Japan agrees that some part of its environment should 
exist in a time continuum, ageing and adding the patina of 
time of its surroundings.

This chapter is organized in three main parts. The first  
(“6.2 The missing campus”) is a description of the main urban 
strategy for the campus area. It mentions the buildings being 
refurbished, new road connections and overall intentions for 
the use of the area.  

The second part (“6.2 Old buildings, New life”) 
addresses the adaptive re-use of former university buildings. 
It is important to mention that due to the large scale of the 
campus area, only three buildings are being fully developed. 
These buildings are located in the intervention area designated 
for this project where a park, a square and a new building are 
also envisioned.

The third and final part of this chapter (“6.3 A city 
scale house”) describes the square created to bond the existing 
buildings to both the park and the new building designed. 
The design of this new building, a community centre for 
Hakozaki, is also characterized.
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6.2 THe mIssING cAmPus
 and what will take its place

The first consideration regarding the future of the 42 
ha campus was which buildings should be preserved and 
re-integrated in the appropriation of the area that would 
follow. In view of the results of the inquiry, the buildings 
this project addresses as extant are: “Faculty of Engineering”, 
“Headquarters Building 1”, “Memorial Hall/“Auditorium” and 
“Institute of Tropical Agriculture” (Fig. 6-3)  

Secondly, the circulation network existing in the campus 
is re-designed in order to respond not only to the buildings 
remaining but also to the prospect of new construction. The 
area already has a privileged sum of accesses (subway and 
train station are located nearby), hence the main strategy was 
to reconnect the area, previously surrounded by walls and 

Fig. 6-3 | Existing buildings to be maintained.
Red outlines correspond to existing buildings to be 

removed. (1:10 000)
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Fig. 6-4 | Proposed connections. The train 
line turns into subway line inside the area of the 
campus, that is why connecting roads cannot be 
designed to the right. (1:10 000)

therefore apart from the city, with its surrouding urban fabric 
(Fig. 6-4)

Another issue currently affecting this location is the 
large amount of private areas in proportion to public areas4, 
coupled with the lack of permeable spaces for the rain to 
be absorbed during the tsuyu (Rainy season)5 (Fig. 6-5). To 
address this situation, as well as to provide leisure places 
for the Hakozaki community, great part of the campus 
is transformed into a park area with activities that serve 
its residents. The vegetation will also help to manage the 
disproportionate scaled infrastructures that exist around the 
site.

4 The campus itself  is a enclosed area within the Hakozaki town with a 
wall all around its 3km perimeter
5 Since the campus is located close to the original coastline of  the Hakata 
bay, the rain water from higher places of  this densely urbanized city go 
down through this area until it finds the sea.

campus limits

primary roads

secondary roads
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Consequently, more than half of the campus area is 
turned into green spaces. 

Dividing the park area, where the preserved buildings 
are included and new scarce built environment is suggested, 
is a new road that connects a main bridge to Route 3 (the 
main avenue of Fukuoka that goes across Hakata Bay). Along 
this major road, in one of its sides, a crescendo of buildings 
is envisioned as to prepare for the heavy traffic of the road 
in which it outflows. On the other side, this built scale is 
balanced by a dense vegetation mass.

Before illustrating this transformations please regard 
the overall feeling of the campus and its surroundings, focusing 
on the area where the main project of this dissertation takes 
place. (Fig. 6-6)

Fig. 6-5 | Plan showing the disparity between 
private areas (dark grey) and public areas (white). 

(1:10 000)
Fig. 6-6 |Diagram of the points of view of the area 

(below) and correspondent photographs. (next 
page)

campus limits

private areas

public areas
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Fig. 6-7 illustrates a synthesis of the urban intentions 
for the Hakozaki campus area.

The detailed design of the park can be found in Annex 
A as well as the proposal for existing adaptive re-use of the 
buildings located inside which will be addressed next. 

Fig. 6-7 | Synthesis of macro urban intentions for 
the campus area. (1:10 000)
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6.2 oLD buILDINGs, NeW LIFe

The current demographic in Hakozaki is very varied 
(in both age, gender and nationality) because of the proximity 
to the university. The vacancy of the college campus, as well 
as the moving of its users to Ito, will definitely impact the 
configuration of this community. Thus, the type of use of 
this area, along with the adaptation of its buildings, has to 
be diverse in order to ensure it can cater to different people 
with different necessities. Although all of the buildings will 
have specific requirements, the main aim of this park is the 
generation of a new community, with elements that embrace 
the past memory of the place while connecting it to its 
present and future demands. Since memory plays a big part 
in the re-adaptation of these buildings, all façades will remain 
basically untouched. Unlike other buildings in the campus, 
the “Faculty of Engineering” and the “Headquarters” received 
management through the years so no rehabilitation of their 
façades is necessary. The concrete façade of the “Auditorium” 
should be cleaned since the wear and tear of the material can 
be seen on its surface.

6.2.1 THe “FAcuLTY oF 
eNGINeerING”

Due to its flexible configuration, (interconnecting 
rooms with similar sizes, multiple entrances, private 
“Auditorium”, etc) this building will be adapted for start-
up company offices. Some small changes are suggested in 
the organization of the building to create a pattern in the 
distribution and use of the spaces. Common areas are also 
created and the toilets enlarged. 

The biggest intervention is the design of a concrete 
portico in the rear façade where the entrance to the small 

Fig. 6-8 | The“Faculty of Engineering’s” main 
façade.
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“Auditorium” is made. The image of the portico was intended 
not to be overly contrasting with the existing façade, but, on 
the contrary, to blend with the faculty’s style language6 while 
still being acknowledged as a posterior construction.7 The 
portico is essential to re-frame and constitute this façade as a 
new main entrance, welcoming those that enter the building 
through the newly designed square to the north. 

6.2.2 THe “HeADQuArTers”

The room distribution of this building is very similar 
to that of the“Faculty of Engineering”. For this reason the 
alterations induced echo the previously introduced idea of re-
patternization of the distribution and size of the rooms.

6 Very similar to the Uchida Gothic Style of  Tokyo University described 
in the previous chapter.
7 To mention that this portico doesn’t touch the façade

10 20 m

Fig. 6-9 | Alterations taken in“Faculty of 
Engineering” Plan. In red is the added construction 
and in yellow the demolitions.
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As for the new function of the building, it is 
recommended that the Higashi Ward Office8, currently located 
800 m from the campus, take its place. This would provide 
locals a more pleasant place to take care of the bureaucracy 
associated to daily life and ensure space for future extension 
of the office if necessary.  

6.2.3 THe “memorIAL HALL”

Finally, the last building being refurbished is the 
“Auditorium”, located above the two other buildings already 
addressed. This building was designed under the influence 
of both Western Modernist architecture and Metabolism 
theory. This becomes obvious when analysing the plan: one 
main body encircled by a distribution corridor where other 
smaller elements are attached, like pieces that can be added 
or removed as required (Fig. 6-14). The decision made in 
the context of the urban strategy was for the building’s use 
as “Auditorium” to remain unchanged, so no modifications 
in its plan were conducted. However, it is clear that if it 
becomes necessary to expand its area, by creating smaller 

8 Municipal office for the Higashi ward (-ku), where Hakozaki town is 
located. Here, residents take care of  services such as driver’s license, 
health insurance, resident registration, gas, water, electricity, etc…

10 20 m

Fig. 6-10 | “Headquarters”  building 1’s main 
entrance.

Fig. 6-11 | Alterations to the “Headquarters” 
Building 1. In red is the added construction and in 

yellow the demolitions.  (right)

10 20 m
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exhibition rooms, or commerce activity, or even class rooms, 
that changing the configuration of the parts attached to the 
circulation corridor is possible. Already some elements are 
asymmetrical because of its previous needs (school cafeteria, 
convenience store).

The presence of this building, a massive piece in béton 
brut, is currently overshadowed by trees in front of its entrance 
(Fig. 6-14). The intervention in the auditorium includes the 
reduction of these numerous trees and the re-configuration of 
the pavement where the building stands, its connection to the 
new construction and the public square. 

Fig. 6-12 |Left Façade. (above)
Fig. 6-13 | The trees that overshadow the 
presence of the “Auditorium” for those approaching 
it. (below)
Fig. 6-14 | Memorial Hall plan. (left)
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6.3 A cITY scALe House
a cOmmunity center in hakOzaki

This part of the dissertation will focus on the 
description of the new building complementing the adaptive 
re-use of the existing buildings to be kept. 

6.3.1 ProJecT GoALs AND 
coNcerNs

This project aims to respond to a varied collection of 
solicitations, including:

•	 Relate two types of scales : the scale of the 
individual houses that exist in the surroundings 
and the scale of the public buildings that remain 
from the old campus;

•	 Design a building that reflects traits of Japanese 
traditional architecture, and therefore is relatable 
to its population, while still being perceived as a 
21st century piece of architecture;

•	 Design a mediator between old and new ways of 
dwelling in the Hakozaki campus;

•	 Create a building that can grow and adjust along 
with the local community, reflecting the concepts 
of flexibility and adaptability discussed previously;

•	 Conceive spaces that echo Japanese perception 
of space, through circulation, light, shadow and 
materiality.
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6.3.2 A House AND A PLAce
       On the inclusiOn in the park

Facing north, the new community centre is located 
west of the “Auditorium” and north of the old “Faculty of 
Engineering”. These three buildings enclose an open space that 
allows its observation from afar. The open space formalizes 
a transition between the controlled mineral environment of 
buildings and the organic nature of the park.

Japanese cities don’t have an urban tradition of 
“squares” as public spaces in the same fashion as Western 
cities do.9 However, big earth spaces with clearly defined 
pathways for people to walk are not uncommon as the Fig. 
6-15 illustrates. Although the configuration of this place is 
associated with its religious practice it is not exclusive to this 
function.Whether we can or cannot consider this a “square” 
in the Western sense, it is a “square” by Japanese standards.

9 “To most Western eyes, Japanese cities lack civic spaces, sidewalks, squares, 
parks,vistas, etc; in other words, they lack those physical components that have come to 
be viewed as hallmakrs of  a civilized Western city” Barrie Shelton, Learning from 
the Japanese City(London: E & FN Spon, 1999), p.7.

Fig. 6-15 | A earth “square” in front of 
Daibutsuden (Great Buddha Hall) in Todai-ji, 
Nara. (left)
Fig. 6-16 | Aerial view of the “square”. It measures 
approximately 140x100m.
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Let us walk around this place to better understand its 
nature.

When approaching this space through the sidewalk, we 
can glimpse a structure faraway in the horizon, in between the 
leaves of the tall trees that define the south side of the square. 
There is also a faint sound of flowing water but its source 
cannot be found. Walking further, a stone path reveals itself 
and by pursuing it we can finally understand the outlines of 
this construction. It is a concrete portico, only roof and pillars, 
standing above a lake and presenting us with a peripheral 
view over the park and the place where we came from (Fig. 
6-18). We can even admire the roof of the community centre, 
how it leans over the lake, almost becoming a canal where the 
water flows freely when it rains (Fig. 6-19). It smells of nature 
and the sound of the water is louder than ever. From here we 
can choose to cross a bridge or walk along the lake and the 
trees. To our left, from beneath the darkness of the roof, an 
unknown shimmer catches the eye. What is this?

Fig. 6-17 | Diagram of the park. (above)
Fig. 6-18 | The concrete portico - A. (below)

Fig. 6-19 | The roof from the community center 
and the lake -B. (right)

In the next page (from top to bottom and left to 
right)

Fig. 6-20 | Differentiation of spaces by floor 
types in Komyozenji, Dazaifu. People only walk in 

concrete/stone floors.
Fig. 6-21 | A typical Japanese garden in 

Yanagawa.
Fig. 6-22 | A Japanese Zen Garden in 

Komyozenji, Dazaifu.
Fig. 6-23 | The path inside Maizuru park in 

Fukuoka. The pathways and walls are the ruins of  
the Samurai Castle of Fukuoka.

A

B
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6.3.3 A PArAsoL oN THe eArTH
     abOut the rOOf

“In making for ourselves a place to live, we first spread a 
parasol to throw a shadow on the earth, and in the pale 
light of  the shadow we put together a house.” 10

We go back to the pathway and admire the community 
centre from a distance. Its roof is massive, beams of wood that 
stretch endlessly in layers, one upon the other, withdrawing 
to the inside of the building. It looks heavier than it is, the 
darkness it casts beneath makes its structure appear invisible 
under the shadow. The head of the beams that manage to find 
light, bask in it, reflecting the little light they can through the 
white paint. It is as if the roof is protecting everything which 
it covers, assuming a crowning position over what is below11. 

We are intrigued by this, how is it built? What’s 
underneath this shadow? 

10 Junnichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of  Shadows(London: Vintage, 2006), p.28.
11 In fact, when Japan opened its borders to foreign influences and its 
architecture started to adopt a westernized image,the only thing that 
remained truly traditionally Japanese was the roof  design. This style 
was called Teikan Yoshiki (Imperial Crown Style) and it can be found in 
buildings such as the Tokyo Imperial Museum and the Nagoya City Hall.

Fig. 6-24 | Sketch of layers of roof (above)

In the next page (from top to bottom and left to 
right)

Fig. 6-25 | Construction of a traditional tatch 
roof in Tateyama.

Fig. 6-26 | Contemporary interpretation of  
roof structure  by SANAA in  Naoshima Ferry 

Terminal.
Fig. 6-27 | Another contemporary interpretation 

of the Japanese roof and structure by Junya 
Ishigami in KAIT, Kanazawa.

Fig. 6-28 | A traditional roof built in layers with 
the tops of the wooden beams painted in white to 

reflect light in Kyoto Imperial Palace.
Fig. 6-29 | Use of golden pieces in intersections of 

a traditional roof in Ninomaru Palace, NijoCastle, 
Kyoto. Notice how it reflects even the smallest 

amount of light very brightly.
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6.3.4 A House’s HoW AND WHY
      On cOmpOsitiOnal structure and use

We walk closer to the building. There is a strong 
repetition of thin vertical elements that support this roof.12 

They are also dark in colour but their shade appears to be 
unlike the one of what they carry. The building also seems 
to be floating mid-air, its floor raised above the ground like a 
defining element separating two different spaces (Fig. 6-30)

We go closer still. There is a gravel barrier separating 
this platform from the place where we stand. Our foot lands 
in it, it is noisy to our ears as if saying “this is not yours to walk 
upon”. There are stairs to our right, small steps that go up the 
height of a park bench.

Below the roof it smells of wood but not from these 
pillars. They are cold to the touch although their surface is 
somewhat smooth. The space has a unique atmosphere, light 
penetrates timidly in some places allowing us to see better 
what is below the roof. The floor is made of dark wood, it 
feels comfortable to walk on it and even barefooted it would 
be pleasurable. 

Different “boxes” are laid around us, below the roof. 
Two appear to be older and heavier, while the rest has a more 
abstract appearance, like they don’t belong forever. 
(Fig. 6-31 ) 

It does not feel like we are inside of a building, but it 
is clear we are in a different kind of space since we climbed 
the stairs. We are covered by a roof, but not enclosed by walls. 
This type of space is common in Japanese traditional houses, 
it is called engawa.

12 The distance between pillars reflects the tatami measurement system 
base (0.90 x 0.90 m)

Fig. 6-30 | Importance of raised floor in 
Kumamoto Castle, Kumamoto. (above)

Fig. 6-31 | Diagram of permanent (black fill) and 
impermanent buildings. (grey)
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“But the special significance of  the engawa gray space 
is that it is not cut off  or independent from either the 
interior or the exterior. It is a realm where the both 
merge”13

Not only the borders but the whole of the building feels 
like a big engawa. We can walk around all these boxes, touch 
them and glimpse the outside from a myriad of viewpoints. 
Drifting through and around them, we notice the lighter 
looking ones are built in a pattern of similar smaller pieces 
assembled. Some of these pieces are transparent and allow 
us to peek inside while others, in wood, hide what’s within. 
These boxes seem to be secondary to the pillars, they never 
touch or mingle with them. To go inside we have to climb 
a small step. It is as if they are forbidden to kiss the floor so 
they won’t leave their imprint on it. We can hear people’s 
voices inside, the walls are not very thick, almost like shoji, 
its deepness fitting inside a hand. The wood smells different 
here, newer, sweeter. 

The other buildings like this seem to contain different 
types of activities. Some people are drinking coffee and 
talking leisurely, others making pieces of art in small ateliers, 

13 Kurokawa, Rediscovering Japanese Space, p.54.

Fig. 6-32 | Traditional engawa in Kyoto Imperial 
Palace. (left)
Fig. 6-33 | Relation between engawa and nature 
in Ohana,Yanagawa.
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others even, are selling items to passersby. Elderly people are 
playing shogi while children are taking notes to the sound of 
a teacher’s voice. 

Still, we cannot understand what happens inside the 
heavier concrete boxes. We go back and walk towards one 
of them. There is a gap between their walls and the floor we 
stand in, a gleaming element settles their union. These walls 
continue beneath, just like the pillars that support the roof. 
They are permanent, they belong here. 

We try to touch these grey walls, they are robust and 
we can feel their age and temperature by pressing our hands 
on them. Some lines are imprinted in their texture, as if 
returning the photographic negative of what gave them shape. 
If we were to knock on these walls no sound would come back 
to us. There are no windows, this is an introspective place and 
not a tool to gaze at the surroundings. We go inside, through 
a heavy and tall door, this time not having to go up any step. 

Inside there is a sound of water and from the doors to 
our sides we can see steam coming out. In a wood board we 
can see “ 湯 ”, the  symbol that indicates a sentou14, a traditional 
Japanese bath house. Someone greets us in the reception and 
points us to the doors. We fall behind them. 

Before truly getting inside this new space we are asked 
to remove our shoes and place them in a shelf nearby. After 
doing so, wearing slippers, we climb a step and open a door. 
This inside feels warmer, there is wood again, covering the 
walls up until as far as our hands can reach. We sit and take off 
our clothes, light welcomes us from above and it is possible 
to glimpse tree leaves through a distant window. We open yet 
another door, heavier and cloudy from steam beads. 

14  The kanji actually means hot water but it is used in doors of  sentou 
buildings to indicate them

Fig. 6-34 | Detail  of intersection between the old 
and the new in the Museum of Castelvecchio by 

Carlo Scarpa, 1973. (above)
Fig. 6-35 | Concrete form in Nagasaki Peace 

Memorial by Akira Kuryu, 2002.
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The light is intense here, we can admire a private patio 
with trees on our left, it almost doesn’t look like a window, 
there is no frame to it. Steam comes out from the wooden 
tubs beside us and water falls from the ceiling in the showers 
to our right. Stepping outside we can see the sky and smell the 
flowers in the trees. It is like taking a bath in a forest.  

We put our clothes back on and return to the material 
world beneath the roof. We decide to approach the remaining 
mysterious building. It is the only one with two floors, the 
top one sliding forward and embracing the pillars it can hold. 
Peeking through its only two windows we can see people 
reading while some are on their computers. We go around 
and find the entrance. It is a library, crowned with a large 
skylight only perceived from the interior. Wooden shelves 
cover almost the entirety of the walls, an endless display of 
colours. From the ground floor we can see people sitting by 
the inner balcony of the first floor. Going up to meet them we 
can observe the sky through the skylight and look back at the 
square where we came from first.

Leaving this place we admire the roof ’s casting shadow 
once more.

Fig. 6-36 | Houshi Onsen by unknown, 708.
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Fig. 6-37 | Light and Shadow in Japanese house 
by Yukio Futagawa.
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6.3.6 A DArKNess buILT IN 
LAYers

Of light and shadOw

“Such is our way of  thinking- we find beauty not in the 
thing itself  but in the patterns of  shadows, the light and 
the darkness, that one thing against another creates”15

Beneath this roof, the light wavers here and there. In 
some places one can only admire the shadows the different 
volumes cast on the floor. Under such countless layers of 
darkness there is an uncanny silence. Where we cannot reach 
with our eyes, we become more curious but also more self-
conscious.

“Deep shadows and darkness are essential, because 
they dim the sharpness of  vision, make depth and 
distance ambiguous, and invite unconscious peripheral 
vision and tactile fantasy.”16

Some fragments of the roof let light shine through, 
creating places of delicate glow beneath (Fig. 6-39). Fading 
rays of light are trapped inside this atmosphere, the dark 
polished floor of wood gives them back faintly, like an ethereal 
aura. Our eyes get used to this murk and we start noticing the 
details from which this world is built. 

“If  light is scarce then light is scarce; we will immerse 
ourselves in the darkness and there discover its own 
particular beauty.”17

15 Tanizaki, In Praise of  Shadows, p.46.
16 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of  the Skin: Architecture and the Senses(Wiley, 
2005), p.46.
17 Tanizaki, In Praise of  Shadows, p.48.

Fig. 6-38 | Light opening in the roof of Woodland 
Cemitery  by  Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd 
Lewerentz,  1940.
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We linger a bit more in this place of darkness and 
admire the garden from afar.

Our journey has ended.

Fig. 6-39 | Shadow roof plan of the community 
center.
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Fig. 6-40 | Exploded axonometric.





7Final
Considerations
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The study of time in architecture is becoming 
increasingly relevant due to the growing scarcity of natural 
resources, a great amount of which are employed in the 
construction of buildings. Thus the processes through which 
those resources are spent and managed should be a theme for 
architects and architecture students.

Influenced by Zen Buddhist and Shinto beliefs as well as 
by the frequent occurrence of earthquakes, buildings in Japan 
are perceived as momentary objects. Even after widespread 
adoption of concrete as the main structural material after the 
Second World War, the volatile Japanese land market means 
that buildings have a shorter service life than they could (i.e. 
longevity ≠durability).

Thus, this research and its project focused on the theme 
of time, as a criterion for managing past, present and future 
built environment and also as a tool to ensure stability and 
permanence of a rooted cultural language, prone to change by 
modern way of living. 

In the Chapter 2 of this work, an analysis of Japanese way 
of facing time in architecture was conducted. Three different 
types of scenarios were found: the very rare permanence 
of buildings, the denial of a building’s age by repreated re-
construction (used in religious Shito practices) and the 
prevailing demolition of buildings instead of refurbishment 
or upgrading operations.

My experience of living in Japan (as an exchange 
student in Kyushu University) and gaining in depth knowledge 
about this type of reality made me question whether option 
of immediate demolition could be the single option for the 
management of Japanese built stock. The eminent moving 
of my university campus and the consequent vacancy of its 
buildings presented itself as an opportunity to understand if 
another “life” could be generated from it. In Chapter 3, the 
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conditions of the campus moving as well as its history are 
examined. Furthermore, the results of a survey about the 
campus future were analysed, making it possible to confirm 
that the academic community of Hakozaki also considered 
that some form of preservation of the campus was possible.

In Chapter 4, architectural theory on the themes of 
adaptability and flexibility of buildings was reviewed. After 
reading authors with different approaches to these concepts, 
definitions of the terms adaptability and flexibility became 
clearer. Thus, in this research’s context, flexibility is used when 
spaces inside a building can be altered without interfering 
with the building’s main use, while adaptability refers to the 
ability to change a building’s use as a whole. 

Coming from a Western background it was important 
to cross-reference Western architectural theory about time 
management with the positions of Japanese architecture. In 
Chapter 5, a comparison of similar buildings made it clearer 
which were the differences between these two realities. 
Fundamentally, although flexible spaces can be found in both 
Japanese and Western architecture, the same isn’t true for 
adaptable re-use examples, these being a rarity in Japanese 
cities. It is my belief that, in similarity with the case of house 
inheritance mentioned in Chapter 2, Japanese culture isn’t 
yet very comfortable in projecting two different kinds of 
occupation and function onto the same building. When 
something like adaptable re-use is intended, the result, as 
building 2 of the Faculty of Engineering in Tokyo University 
illustrates, is a metamorphose so noticeable that the new parts 
never mingle with the old ones.

Having all of these aspects in mind, I tried to find a 
balance between the desire to preserve old buildings (giving 
them new uses according to the characteristics and potential) 
and the necessity of developing new strategies that could 
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make buildings easier to be adapted in Japan. 

The main approach conducted in the project wasn’t 
one of preservation of the campus as a whole: I decided to 
maintain some of the campus’ buildings, that the community 
chose as most cherished (via survey), and consider that the 
remainder were demolished, assuming the reality that some 
buildings really do have to perish in order for new “life” to 
be born. The preserved buildings suffered minor design 
alterations in their façades, in order to accommodate their 
new uses as well as the new inhabitation of their surrounding 
space. 

The study of the concepts of adaptability and flexibility 
applied to Japanese contemporary architecture practice could 
only be studied further through the design of a new building, 
which would also help to redefine public space in conjunction 
with the buildings to be kept.

This decision to add a new building came from my 
conviction that new buildings, designed under the prospect 
of continuous modification and adaptability, are the ones that 
can trigger a change in the approach of old ones. Western 
societies are very attached to their built heritage, in a culture 
where the focus is on the new, is the new that should bring 
about a new look at the past.

The design of this new building - a community centre 
for a shifting Hakozaki community- reflects my belief of 
how a flexible and adaptable building could be achieved in 
Japan. The articulation of two building “logics”, one robust 
and lasting and the other light and impermanent addresses 
the possibility of the co-existence of different types of “time” 
in the same building. The design of the lasting parts, as these 
are the ones that settle the building in its place, were carefully 
designed as recognizable pieces of architecture to a Japanese 
community. The temporary parts were developed to be easily 
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adapted to the social changes that the former campus area 
of Hakozaki will probably undergo in the future (namely 
population ageing).

 My travels in Japan, the contact with both traditional 
and contemporary architecture and even the different 
experiences of working with Japanese architects (including 
SANAA) helped shape my conception of what Japanese 
architecture is. The building I designed is a reflection upon 
the essential elements of the Japanese architecture and 
culture as well as how I imagine their assemblage could react 
positively to changes in its surrounding community and to 
the irreversible passage of time.
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“We’re so caught up in our everyday lives that events 
of  the past, like ancient stars that have burned out, 
are no longer in orbit around our minds. There are 
just too many things we have to think about every day, 
too many new things we have to learn. New styles, new 
information, new technology, new terminology … But 
still, no matter how much time passes, no matter what 
takes place in the interim, there are some things we 
can never assign to oblivion, memories we can never rub 
away. They remain with us forever, like a touchstone.”

Haruki Murakami, Kafka on the Shore, p101
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B.1 eNGLIsH surVeY sHeeT
AcAdemic community opinion on HAkozAki cAmpus 
buildings

1. What is your role in Hakozaki Campus? 

    Student
    Professor
    Researcher 
    Officer
    Other
 
2. To which faculty/ department do you belong? 

 
3. Please select the age range in which you are included 

    18-24
    25-34
    35-54
    55+
 
4. According to your background are you 

    Japanese
    Overseas Student / Professional
 
5. How long have you studied/worked in Hakozaki 

Campus?    

    1-5 years
    5-10 years
    >10 years
 
6. For screening purposes and communication of 

results please fill with your e-mail address *

 
 



7. Please select the buildings you think should be 
preserved in the future after the moving of Hakozaki Campus 

1.  Architecture Faculty

2. Applied Materials and Chemistry Faculty

3. Admission center (previously psychology 
classroom)  

4. Headquarters (Bldg 3)  

5. Faculty of Engineering  

6. Faculty of Agriculture bldg. 6  

7. Aerospace Engineering Faculty  

8. Erosion control engineering laboratory  

9. Stress Research Institute  

10. Naval Architects and Ocean Engineers laboratory  

11. Manuscript Library  

12. Tropical Agriculture Institute  

13. Memorial Hall / Auditorium  

14. Headquarters (Bldg 1)  

 

81

2

3

4

5

6

7

9

10
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12

13

14



8. From the buildings in the next list please mark the future 
uses you believe possible for each one 

       
Monument Museum Office/ 

Conference
Leisure/

Restoration
Housing Other No possible 

use

Faculty of Engineering

Headquarters – Bldg 1

Manuscript Library

Headquarters – Bldg 3

Stress Research Institute

Applied Materials and 
Chemistry Faculty
Admission center (previously 
psychology classroom)
Naval Architects and Ocean 
Engineers laboratory
Memory Hall                     
Tropical Agriculture Institute                     
Aerospace engineering 
classroom

                    

Tandem Accelerator Labora-
tory

                    

Architecture Department                  
Faculty of Agriculture bldg. 6                     
Erosion control engineering 
laboratory

                    

                 

9. If you have other function suggestion, please add them 
here  

 



B.2 JAPANese surVeY sHeeT
箱崎キャンパスの建物のサーベイ

1.  箱崎キャンパスで何しますか。 

    学生
    先生
    研究者
    事務員
    他の答え
 
2. あなたの学部を入れてください。

 
3. あなたの年齢層を選んでください。

    18-24
    25-34
    35-54
    55+
 
4. あなたはどちらですか。

    日本人
    外国人
 
5. あなたはどのくらい箱崎キャンパスで勉強していま
すか/働いていますか。

    1-5 年間
    5-10 年間
    >10 年間
 



6. 結果を伝えるために、メールアドレスを入れて下さ
い。 

 
7. 次のリストの中から、箱崎キャンパスの移転後も保
存する必要があると思う建物を、すべて選んで下さい。 

1. 旧応力研生産研本館 

2. 工学部本館  

3. 創立五十周年記念講堂  

4. 熱帯農学研究センター  

5. 農学部６号館  

6. 本部第三庁舎  

7. 応用物質化学機能教室  

8. 船舶海洋工学実験室  

9. 航空工学教室 

10. 本部第一庁舎  

11. 砂防工学実験室  

12. 旧文学部心理学教室  

13. 建築学教室 

14. 保存図書  
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8. 次の建物のリストで、将来の用途の可能性として考えられるものを選んで下
さい。

記念碑 美術館 オフィス/ 
会議

レジャー/
料理屋

住宅 ほかの
答え

将来の用途が
ない

工学部本館
本部第一庁舎
保存図書
本部第三庁舎
旧応力研生産研本館
応用物質化学機能教室
旧文学部心理学教室
船舶海洋工学実験室
創立五十周年記念講堂                     
熱帯農学研究センター                     
航空工学教室                     
建築学教室                     
農学部６号館                  
砂防工学実験室                     

他の答えがある場合は、ここに書いて下さい  



B.3 THouGHTs oN ToPIcs
infOrmal cOnversatiOns with Japanese prOfessOrs 

When I began the investigation for this survey I asked some questions about the theme 
of this dissertation to professors of Kyushu University about this matter. Here are some of the 
thoughts of these people.

Professor Naoki Tsurusaki (part of the team of professors taking care of the moving 

of the campus)

What does sustainability mean for Japanese architects /constructors?

Generally  speaking in all over the world, “sustainability” is defined as total performance 

of environment, economic and society, as you know. recently, in addition, institution (many 

kind of social systems) and quality of life (QoL) are recognized as the important elements of 

sustainability.

In other hand, we have to pay attention to the variety of meaning and priority of 

sustainability that are influenced by each background of area, country, society and fields. It 

seems that architects and constructors in Japan accept and recognize such definition and 

trend. unfortunately many people including specialists in Japan tend to think sustainability as 

only an energy or co2 problem, actually.

In Japan, is it preferable to destroy a building that no longer functions and design 
a new one that will be more energetically efficient over re-adapt the old building? 
Why?

before answering to this question, let me introduce the background of architecture and 

construction field in Japan.

Firstly, let me introduce about feature of Japanese islands.

1) effective usage of flat area

because of shortage of flat area in Japan, the cost of land is too expensive, especially 

urbanized area. Thus, it have been needed for us to use limited flat area effectively.  The reason 

why new architectures are stretched to upper when the time for renovation or redevelopment 

with destroying.

2) construction method against rainy season

In Japan we have rainy season from June to July (you will experience soon) every 

year. For this reason we’ve been making architecture using wood to acquire ventilation and 



avoid moisture. Wooden architecture is constructed by rigid-frame structure which is easy to 

get openness to surroundings.In addition, wooden architecture is easy to rebuild or change 

parts in case of having damage such as vermiculation or superannuation compare with stone 

architecture.

I think this circumstance and custom is spread in mind of people in charge of 

architecture field.

As most important fact, the value of old building except ancient architecture likes 

temples or shrine is quite low in Japan.

so, it seems that destroying old building was acceptable until the beginning of spreading 

of consciousness for sustainability.

3) Against earthquakes

As you know, because of the existing of volcano and plate boundary, earthquakes 

happen often in many areas in Japan. Thus, we have to build architecture strongly against 

earthquakes. We have strict regulation for architectural structure to acquire performance for 

earthquake-resistant. This regulation had changed more strictly in 1981, so in case of rebuilding 

of many remaining architecture built before 1981 have to obey to new regulation.    

4) modernization

After World War 2 especially from 1960 to 1980, we faced economic development and 

built a large amount of undersigned and low value buildings with using concrete. You can see 

these buildings everywhere.  

under these contexts in architecture and construction fields in japan, tendency of 

destroying this architecture might be remaining.

For the buildings that are adapted over other buildings their value is in their meaning 
for the community or their market value?

This question is most difficult to answer. I think such buildings have many type of value 

such as historical, cultural, convenient, friendly, etc., so, it depends on its circumstance.As I 

mentioned earlier, economic value is vague.   

Professor Hirofumi Minami (environmental psychologist)

“Mariana,

I can not provide particular references on this subject, but some personal thoughts on 

the related issue are in the following.



one of the characteristic conception of time in the Japanesetradition lies in the cyclic 

nature of time. every year is a cycle ofrenewed time as the New Year ceremony symbolizes. 

This can be dramatically practiced in the rituals of the most of shintoism religion.

Another example of the cyclic renewal is seen in the twenty-five years reconstruction 

of Ise shrine: you might have heard it since we had it last year. Ise is the oldest shinto site 

in Japan, yet the main shrine is rebuilt every twenty-five years. so, it is both old and new at 

the same time. The site or place is the oldest historical memory site and the construction is 

repeated within this set interval. 

That is different from the Japanese sensibility toward buddhism temples. As you know 

well we revere the old wooden structure of the Todaiji temple. The two systems of cyclically 

renewed shrine and aging temple coexist in the religious and symbolic landscape.

You may search some clues of the time conception using these religious construction 

as a case study. 

Yet another topic you might pick up is metabolism movement in the 60’s: Kisho 

Kurokawa is one of the proponent. Again the biological organism is taken as a model for 

growth in the architecture and city development. We need some core structure, yet the surface 

contents should be renewed as time goes by and the circumstance changes over time. This is 

one of the adaptive and flexible nature of the Japanese culture and urban development. The 

time component is incorporated in their scheme of metabolism. 

Hope you develop a good research project!”

Professor Daisuki Sumiyoshi (specialist in cASbee1)

Is CASBEE frequently used in cases of building renovation?

There are 13 cAsbees in cAsbee families. cAsbee for renovation is a tool that 

specializes in renovation of building. cAsbee has an attestation system. We can know the 

buildings that have an attestation in web page 2.

Almost all attestation building is new construction. some renovation buildings get an 

attestation. I can find 8 renovation buildings in 233 attestation buildings in the web.

How is the percentage of new buildings developed while using CASBEE?

It is very difficult question because there is no data. maybe it is very rare. cAsbee 

1 Japanese tool for assessing and rating the environmental performance of  buildings and built environment.
2 http://www.ibec.or.jp/CASBEE/accredited_bulds.htm



is a tool for special top class buildings. so, top class buildings want to get an attestation to 

certificate their own value. However, some local governments are making the cAsbee valuation 

an obligation. The building with the area more than certain area must valuate by cAsbee in 

those cities.

What does sustainability mean for Japanese architects /constructors?

  I don’t know because I’m not an architect or constructor. As a specialist of architectural 

environment, I feel that “true” sustainability may not be understood by architects/constructors. 

It looks like fashion. Time is a one key word of sustainability. but their work finish when they 

build the architecture. so, they are not good at imagining after construction. 

 In cAsbee, these 3 topics have the highest value for last evaluation; energy, traffic, and 

water. And these 3 topics have also high value ; Wind, accident prevention, and green. It may 

mean the sustainability is composed of these topics in Japan.

In Japan, is it preferable to destroy a building that no longer functions and design 
a new one that will be more energetically efficient over re-adapt the old building? 
Why?

basically, Japanese people prefer new building. I don’t know the actual reason. main 

material of Japanese architecture is wood from ancient age. main material of european 

architecture is stone. I guess this is the reason of cultural difference.

And in many commercial buildings, owner estimates to use it only 30 years because of 

the commercial reason. owners want to reduce initial cost. so, commercial buildings are very 

poor and difficult to use continually.

It is important to build a good building and to use it for long term.
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