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Poetics of Architecture: Foreword to Anti-Climax

Jianguo Wang

In February 2013 when there was still chill in the air
of early spring, we, a few of teachers from Southeast
University and Mr. Fangji Wang from Tongji University,
were invited to come to Mr. Sakamoto’s home (House SA)
which is located in Tama in the inner suburb of Tokyo
under guidance of Dr. Yimin Guo. Located in the area with
a hilly landform, Tama was initially a satellite town for
distributing population in the metropolitan center of Tokyo.
I originally thought the house personally designed by Mr.
Sakamoto would be certainly unique in appearance or form
that could be easily recognized among numerous residential
buildings by me as an architect counterpart at first glimpse.
Actually after arriving the site however, because temporarily
lost contact with Dr. Yimin Guo, as a new comer to the
place, I could not find it out from the dense buildings in
the neighborhood. Until got into touch with Dr. Guo, 1
finally found the House SA. This piece of episode aroused
my interests and curiosity on architecture designed by Mr.
Sakamoto. Mr. Sakamoto came out from the garage where a
Mini Cooper was parked to greet us. When walked through
the garage and just entered the interior of the building,
another kind of recognition and experience immediately
emerged. This is a house takes advantage of the terrace
terrain and utilizes the surrounding environment while the
living space integrating the courtyard. The living room that
can double as the studio is arranged on the stepped floor,
loosely defined by a series of continuous lattice of wooden
bookshelves, results in creating richly diversified working
space domain, borrowing the scenery outside the window in
the meantime. Moreover the dining room which is situated
on the ground floor with a lower interior storey height
masterly integrates the courtyard in the southwest side
without any sense of repression.

I felt the most splendid place of this building
was organization of a series of utilization moving lines that
continuously flowing misfit-layered through combination
with precise function arrangement. The diverse variety
of consideration that is non-hierarchical, non-central
and non-defined on interior functional space, may not be
suitable for all the households, however it is indeed utterly
different from the conventional housing layouts organizing

hall, hallway, dining room, study room and bedroom
according to hierarchy of privacy and frequency of use. It is
a breakthrough in housing design philosophy, which reflects
the consistent pursuit and persistence of Mr. Sakamoto
since his debut in 1969, the design of House in Sanda.

What exactly is architecture? What are the universal

values of architecture for human society? Which parts of
architectural properties are changing and which parts are
relatively eternal? Kenneth Frampton, the architectural
theorist once elaborated the elemental prototype of
architectural tectonics in the book Studies in Tectonic
Culture: i.e. roof, strut, fireplace (fire pit) and enclosure
structure. The four elements are all related to the basic daily
lives of human beings, that is, the elemental prototype of
tectonics is the spatial prototype of “home”.

It will be very intriguing if we interpretate the
origins of modern Japanese architecture from this point of
view. Some scholars maintained that the cultural origins
of Japanese architecture were mainly divided into two
branches: one was the Jomon hunter-gatherer culture
remained from the prehistoric Japanese society, while
the other was the Yayoi culture centered in paddy fields
farming. The former one is best represented by Kenzo Tange
while the latter one is typically expressed in Tadao Ando’s
works. Chinese architects may identify more with Kenzo
Tange in a certain period of practice, that characterized
the Jomon culture as rugged and unconstrained, pervaded
with an expression of vitality, freedom and sensitivity. From
my point of view, this is in fact likewise influenced by Le
Corbusier. Works done by Kenzo Tange such as the Yoyogi
National Gymnasium, the Kurashiki City Hall and the
Kagawa Prefectural Government Hall are all committed
to achieve inheritance of the Jomon culture. Whereas
Tadao Ando admired the architectural language leaning
more towards nature in the Yayoi culture, especially the
Sukiya style created by Sen no Rikyu through the teahouse,
simultaneously infusing with abstraction, concision,
elegance, simplicity and peace. The two kinds of culture had
intersection throughout the development history of Japanese
architecture: the 17th-century Katsura Imperial Villa,



among other works, was a product of “the combination
and collision of the aristocratic tradition (Yayoi) and the
generative impulse for a culture of the people (Jomon)”
and hence formed the “Katsura” culture. Nowadays, the
Japanese architects mainly trained in the tradition of
architecture education in Tokyo University such as Kenzo
Tange, Kisho Kurokawa, and Arata Isozaki etc. always
engage in urban public buildings as the primary engineering
practice objects. Tadao Ando’s practices grew increasingly
larger and larger in scale with more and more public
buildings involved, and he was granted with the position
as a professor in Tokyo University. On the other hand, the
tradition of architecture education in Tokyo Institute of
Technology (TIT) represented by the architects trained
such as Kiyoshi Seike, Kazuo Shinohara and Kazunari
Sakamoto, constantly focuses on practice of house design,
emphasizing the prototype of home, has also corresponded
to architectural tectonic culture widely identified by public.

Architectural design creation set home as
the prototype is relatively not easy to gain similar social
recognition and social impact as that on public buildings.
Kazuo Shinohara concentrated his efforts on expression of
form innovation and architecture power in house design,
in order to let the residential buildings which are not
preponderate over volume, size and scale make their own
voices in society. As a result, the Japanese journal New
Architecture used Kazuo Shinohara’s house design works
several times as the journal covers, which proved the certain
effects had been taken. Later, Tadao Ando’s awards from
his Row House in Sumiyoshi had also some influences on
development of Japanese architecture. Yet that is not enough
for Mr. Sakamoto, who, comparing with Kazuo Shinohara,
rather than radical and aggressive while always on the
verge of breaking out a fight in declaring his architectural
statements, more sagacious and rational. “Without serenity
not go far,” as the Chinese wisdom goes. He devotes himself
to seek the poetry architecture world through the daily
lives. He once wrote,

“I have come to think that my desire is to free
the space of architecture from several frames. It’s also that
I have come to seek a space of freedom that has not yet

been seen... This space, however, is not within a special
place or a special time, I have come to believe it is a place
within the absolute commonness of the everyday, within the
continuation of ordinary time... In this sense of expectation,
I have come to look for architecture that is a free space
through the achieving of another everyday life, within the
composition of the residence — which is the most everyday
form of space.”

For me, the visit and interpretation towards
House SA just corroborated his philosophy and ideal on
home buildings, however in the meanwhile his buildings are
the best footnotes for the currently hot issue in discussion,
the prototype of tectonic culture.

Finally, T would like to especially thank Mr. Sakamoto.

In fact, I was honestly with reverence and awe when

Mr. Sakamoto sincerely invited me to help in writing

the foreword of his book. I think the reasons may be the
close communication with Tokyo Institute of Technology
including Mr. Sakamoto during the period when I served as
the Dean of School of Architecture, Southeast University.
This facilitated the architecture exhibition of Kazuo
Shinohara and the portfolio publication of him, published
by Southeast University Press; this also facilitated the
publication of Mr. Sakamoto’s book Poetics of Architecture
in tandem with an exhibition of his works and several
China-Japan joint teaching occasions. In my opinion,

all of these were the things that School of Architecture,
Southeast University willing to do with true enthusiasm and
pleasure. Because there was very little relevant information
of the two Japanese architects in China, except Kazuo
Shinohara’s TIT Centennial Hall was once published in

the journal World Architecture. The design philosophy and
the “home” prototype presented in their architecture works
primarily represented by house design, for Chinese architect
counterparts who are used to be keen on performing
architecture and are closely related to “redeemer” heroic
messiah complex, is truly a healthy dose of reality to smooth

the excessive desire and remind the beginner’s mind.
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