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| have been observing Toyo Ito’s architecture for almost 30 years, during which time we have had a succession of ever-broadening meetings
and debates about architecture. In that time, Toyo Ito has made a number of changes to his design method and coined some particularly
remarkable terms linked to 'light' architecture that people sense as 'ephemeral': 'lightness' and 'ephemerality'. He has also produced
charmingly sophisticated forms. In some respects, however, these changes have been minor in comparison with those that took place
during the Sendai Mediatheque construction process. The interest of the original project was basically aesthetical, but Ito understood that
that focus had to change when he took into account the way people would regard the building. As a result, he emphasised the construc-
tion aspects to the detriment of form. Toyo Ito is now interested in the individual as a social being; he seems to be enjoying life and feels a
predilection for buildings that endow those who use or inhabit them with well-being. To my mind, this has been the most important aspect

of his recent period, and was therefore the starting point for our discussion.
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I think that your way of designing architecture has changed
drastically since Sendai Mediatheque. This change was clarified

with architecture like the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion in London,

in 2002, the Matsumoto Performing Arts Centre that opened in
2004 and also at the TOD’S Omotesando Building at the end
of 2004. Before its construction, | assumed that Sendai would

become light, transparent architecture as usual. But it didn’t. The
building is strong, but its architecture has become quite vivid
and pleasant for citizens to come and use. Sendai Mediatheque
is splendidly successful as a public facility. Although the design
is quite novel, the architecture melts into city and stimulates
citizen cultural activities. Compared with your previous concept
of architecture, | can detect considerable conceptual changes in
this architecture. Where has this change come from? What will
follow this change? | have many questions in mind. To begin our
conversation, however, | would like to ask you how this change
took place in your attitude toward architecture.

Well, | must say that | no longer stick to a specific expression. Or
perhaps | should say that my perspective for architecture has become
broader than before. You, a philosopher, not an architect, have for a
long time seen many architectures from a different point of view from
we architects. | have been largely influenced by your thoughts. | also
remember now what you said years ago. For example, you said that
you were only interested in the architecture that represented what hap-
pened in soclety at that particular time. | gradually came to understand

the meaning of your words.

I have learnt many things from architecture. So | have continued
to observe architecture until now, and we have many things
in common. However, when you talked about ‘expression’, |
sensed a slight difference between us in the underlying concept
of its term. Would you like to further explain your concept of

‘expression'?

As you wrote in your book, it is hard to avoid the gap between the space
that an architect designs and the space produced by the experience
of ordinary people. Since the Modern Movement, a conscious architect
often denies the real state of society. That does not mean arguing with
a specific client. When modern 20th century architecture appeared,
the architect had a strong will that denied real society, and the dream
of the future could only be opened through architectural innovation. My
architecture also set the ground for such a denial of reality. | thought,
however, that such a negative attitude to real society tended to produce
an expression which could be regarded as inhuman.

Then you changed your attitude. However your new attitude is
not the result of a compromise with real society. Instead, you
want to open architecture up to a very fertile possibility. It is
a criticism of the attitude that architects have taken since the
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Modern Movement. Is that really what you mean?

That's right. | think that the norm of modern architecture has been in
my conscience for a long time. | have confined myself to the' Less is
more' aesthetics, so | have always removed excessive things from my
architecture. Truly vivid architecture that everyone can enjoy is not based
on such a norm. Then | began to think about logic in the wider world.

I completely agree with you. Could you tell me about how this
change took place?

There were two chances for this change. They happened at the same.
One was my experience in the process which gave rise to Sendai, and
the other was going to Europe after that and beginning to consider
architecture in the foreign city in Europe.

Let’s begin with Sendai. | clearly remembered a beautiful white
model just after the competition, which | admired. But when |
went to the building site, | was surprised by a terrific material
feeling. It was a hell composed fire and iron.

| was also overwhelmed by the force of that iron. Between the com-
petition in 1995 and its completion in 2001, the experience in these six
years totally changed my concept of architecture. Critical opinions about
that project emerged from local people in Sendai, one after another, and |
had to bear the brunt of the attack first, although the bureaucrat in charge
also had his share of the responsibility- he brushed off the local people
from beginning to end. The repulsion of malicious local journalism arose
from the fact that the journalist could understand neither the architecture
nor its social function. | decided to trust the social latency of a cultural
possibility without such a misunderstanding. Because the building arose
in this situation, it was blown off course by this attack at a time when
the architecture was weak, and | thought that this architecture had to
be strong. Transparency and lightness were not reliable, so architecture
began to change. It was not the negative attitude that | referred a little
while ago. | have become positive.

The concept of the architecture changed during the construc-
tion process. The model from the first stage and the completed
architecture were different. What happened to the characteristic
columns?

The first idea was a tube of light. It does not express the power that
supports the floor. It is a tube made of beautiful, immaterial light. But
it changed. The steel frame was exposed. It was not beautiful in one
sense. Unexpectedly, however, the architecture was accepted by the
people as a result of exposing a steel frame in this way. Various people,
old and young, male and female, accept and enjoy it.

And although it is also based on the efforts of people who are in
charge of management, the original concept permeates the people and
it is working very well as a public facility. In some sense, an architect's
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individual expression was accepted by society .

You talk about your work in Europe as another factor which has
changed your concept of architecture. What have you experi-
enced there?

At Hoépital Cognagc-Jay, the Paris hospice project, | also received
violent protests from neighbours. At first | thought that the situation would
be harsher than in Japan. Still, | have become aware that | have a very
positive client for whom | am building my architecture, and | have found
that the municipal administration has coped with a difficult problem. That
was very different from Japan. To put it in a different way, the expecta-
tions for the architecture that we architects build is latent in society. It is
an expectation of what the architect can make on the basis of an idea.
I'have rarely felt such support in Japan until now.

I can understand what you say very well. | am one of the ordinary
people, so let me speak about the feelings of ordinary people
toward architecture. In Europe, these feelings are considerably
different from Japan. In Europe, even ordinary people know that
architecture has arisen from the history of a complex society,
rather than being produced by one human being. For Europeans,
architecture seems to be part of the cultural environment and
connects man with the world. They sense the major historical
conversions through architecture. For them, architecture makes
the cultural world in which they live.

That s true. In Serpentine and Brugges, it was felt that people enjoyed
architecture very naturally. The social columns in the newspapers
describes the building’s concept quite accurately. There is a strong
feeling that the concern for architecture infiltrates the culture into the
entire society. | cannot help saying that the level of cultural expectations
is comparatively low when a high-quality construction is built at a high
cost in Japan. We feel a sense of social responsibility as architects when
we work in European society. In order to fulfil this social responsibility,
the architect should design it so that people can share it in common. It
should not be an individual expression of the architect, by the architect,
for the architect. | am searching for the right word to express the quality
of architecture in the contemporary society because | have become very
conscious of the architect’s role in such a society since ‘Sendal’,

I think that Japanese society lacks durability. Two years ago, | was
interviewed by a lecturer at Genova University who was research-
ing the relationship between time and architecture. He said that
in the West, people have a kind of a fantasy that Architecture is
‘eternal', and he asked me how it is in Japan. Although it was
difficult to explain the complicated reason, | spoke about the lack
of durability, not only in architecture but in every field of culture
in Japan. | insisted on the fact that this is one of the weak points
of Japanese culture.
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| agree with you. | had also pursued ‘ephemerality’ in architecture.
And true architecture cannot arise from such a concept. Now | have
abandoned that sort of fantasy. Instead, | strive for a durable architecture
which melts into society to play its role in that society for a long time.

Let us talk about the Matsumoto Performing Arts Centre. | saw

many photographs before my first visit. Many opaque glass
blocks in irregular shapes are inlaid in the outside wall and
begin to shine like a starry sky when the outside darkens a little.
The impression is very powerful in the photograph. I think it is
normal for people to regard these glass blocks as an architect’s
decorative device. But my experience was very different. When
| took an escalator close to that wall, | sensed that something
was happening in my mind and my body. | came to sense the
entire architecture as tactile rather than visual. Although we
tend to appreciate architecture visually, | began to understand
that it emerges from the wider sensuous world.

For ordinary people, the phrase ‘enjoy architecture’ means that
they receive a sensuous stimulation from architecture. | think
this should be our true experience of architecture. If architecture
is experienced as such a sensuous world, we learn at the same
time how to live in the world.

I should talk more specifically. In the case of Matsumoto, the archi-
tecture also changed between the competition stage and its construc-
tion. Especially the outer wall around the foyer: that was a glazed wall
at first. We then had to choose another material apart from glass for a
certain reason. Only an aluminium panel and a concrete wall were left
as choices for the material.

The large concrete wall is too heavy when used on this scale. It started
from there and finally we reached a material called GRC: a pre-cast
cement panel reinforced with glass fibre. Since this material had a good
affinity with glass, handmade glass could be inlaid into the panel. In this
process, the architecture was opened up to the different senses. | have
stuck to the visual effect, the result of which might be my preference for
lightness or transparency. At the same time, | am rapidly being liberated
from the inorganic abstraction of modern architecture.

| think that abstraction will remain forever. The abstractionism
of modern architecture depends on Euclidean geometry. It also
derives from an inorganic form and a machine. Is this just one
of several abstractions? We non-architects experience archi-
tecture in our usage over many hours, instead of looking at it
intently. It feels as if the space is different from its recognition
in the way that is generated just visually.

Another change took place in some project between Sendai and
Matsumoto. | was surprised because the space that was not per-
ceived as being light, despite being made from really light material,
became different from one made from steel. In the Aluminium House,
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the structure material, the finish material and the window sashes have
been integrated together. The steel frame structure was made and the
finishing material as an industrial commodity was set there in the build-
ing in the 20th century. It all changes completely with this new type of
industrial method. The surface is united with the structure by such a
process. The Brugge Pavilion is where | have intentionally embarked
on this process for the first time. The honeycomb pieces of a hexagon
were combined in that case, and it became a structure. The decorative
pattern seemed to reinforce the structure. It was in the Serpentine that
we used a similar method more intentionally. Their combination became
TOD'S. They have been developed, overlapping each other. Each one
seems to be quite different.

A continuous fluid space is produced inside the Matsumoto
Performing Arts Centre. One goes up the stairs at a slow pace,

while this main movement goes around the auditorium and the
foyer between both halls is left to one side of this movement.
You express this composition of fluid spaces with the metaphor
of flow and eddy. This fluid space seems to be connected to
the space of your old White U.

The preference for space that is not interrupted by any wall might be
latent in me.

I think that such a space appears unconsciously from the depths
of one’s body. Of course, the intentional arrangement of audi-
torium is the most original and exciting program.

Well, the boldest decision was to reverse the direction of auditorium.
Probably without this reversed arrangement of auditorium, the long space

that stimulates the sensuous body would not exist.

Can we speak about the arrangement of the auditorium?

The site is too narrow to fit the whole volume of that architecture
inside. Since the groundwater level is high, the subsoil cannot be dug.
There were also the houses behind the site, and | had to avoid plac-
ing the entrances where large cars constantly go in and out opposite
these houses.

According to orthodox thought, the auditorium should be in a T-shape.
When planning this architecture, we were searching for a way to avoid this
conventional arrangement. Finally, we reached the solution. We invented
a different combination of the stages. A main stage is moved to one side.
We made a back stage, a side stage, and a rear side stage. Gathering
these stages, we produced a new type of relationship between stages
and seats , which permitted the reversal of the auditorium according to
the form of this stage. The highest fly tower was brought to the middle
of the architecture. Access to the seating is situated right at the back of
the theatre, which gave rise to a long, fluid movement from the entrance
to the rear inside the architecture.
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From what | hear now, | understand your way of re-unifying the
various contradictory factors in this architecture. It seems to
me that the design has not arisen from either the simplification
of diversity or the exclusion of any contradiction, but instead
by finding the way to unify these contradictions in order to
recreate order.

The design always aims to strengthen the initial image. It is linear
progress. While advancing the design, | now try positively to change
that initial image. | call the process non-linear design. | do not neglect
the local technigue when working in various places in the world, but
make use of the skills of craftsmen who are working there. | arrived at
the new design stage from a view that had grown while | was experi-
encing unknown things. | should also mention the cooperation with the
structural engineer.

Then let’s focus on your joint work with the structure engi-
neer.

| have worked with Mutsuro Sasaki (in Sendai), Cecile Balmond (in
Serpentine), and Masato Araya. When | am involved with these struc-
ture engineers, my architectural analysis method changes radically. |
will describe the case of Mr. Sasaki's as an example. He has a strong
preference for the aesthetics of modernism. Beforehand, our design is
brought to a reasonable solution through the filter of Mr. Sasaki's aesthet-
ics. And if it does not fit his principles, he provides feedback that this
design should not be materialized. In the case of Sendai however, he
was probably shocked by the design and he made a tremendous effort
to realize the 'tube' that we had drawn. Or perhaps | should say that he
forced our design on his modernist logic. This experience changed him.
The aesthetics and a sense of purpose began to change suddenly after
that. Our mutual correspondence changed. The result appears when you
analyse the image that we drew, and you realise that it does not follow
his principle. We also repeat a partial correction in accordance with his
feedback, which he analyses again. Structural simulations are repeated
dozens of times. The decisive evaluation to find the best one is lost. The
range to select the appropriate solution from amongst others still remains.
| think that this is an extremely up-to-date trend.

In the case of Cecil Balmond, he has a personal tendency to search
for unstable things. Expressions like momentarily stopped movement
have become possible.lt is said that his thinking is always radical and
dynamic. What he calls an 'Algorithm’ is the rule found in a random set
of thing. He always strives to discover it in movement.

In the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion, he made a proposal in which the

cube is articulated by an algorithm of the rotating square. This algorithm
produces structural elements. He prefers dynamic geometry over the
conventional static geometry.

I think that your collaboration with Cecil happened at exactly
the right time. At the time you were interested in the non-linear
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nature of the design process and the new way of integrating
various contradictory elements. Cecil has been investigating the
analysis of primal space using his algorithm. Was Serpentine
your first collaboration with Cecil?

Yes, that is true.

May | ask a strange question? The production of architecture is
an intellectual act. But intellect is just one part of the potential
of the human being. So is there any chance that something that
could not be thought by an author enters their products? Has
an idea like that ever occurred to you?

Our destiny should not be pre-determined. For me it is important
to discuss with others when an idea which is not considered by me

personally comes out.

As you know, | have become interested in the character of the
space experienced by ordinary human beings. Sometimes the
mythology comes out. On the other hand I find a kind of geometry
working in the space. A philosopher gets interested in architec-
ture from both of these facets. | think that not even metaphys-
ics was born without experiencing the architectural or the city
space. But most of an architectural space is made from Euclidean
geometry, and we are accustomed to that. | have been searching
for any other geometry with which architecture is developed by
the unprecedented dimension.

Ten years ago | was going to produce fluid space through an expre-
sion which is different from pure geometry in a Shimosuwa Municipal
Museum and a Nagaoka Lyric Hall. However, the method of structural

analysis, which is not separate from the method of articulation by means
of conventional geometry, prevented me from producing the fluid space.
I could not get the new spaces. They became a heavy expression. They
were confined to the range of Euclidean geometry.

I think that the present day city space is still unable to escape from the
modernist grid. It is a fundamentally modern artificial environment. People
are discussing environmental problems now. However, the space has not
changed at all. The space that contains the fluid of nature is necessary for
us. Although Sendai was isolated architecture, what | wanted to achieve
there was to produce a free space that was similar to nature.

What you have said is very important. As | understand, you are
saying that the relationship between man and nature should
be reconsidered. | agree. | think that modernization has made
the machine the model for recognizing the world, although the
18th century philosopher de La Mettrie wrote about 'Man a
machine', and we can’t escape from this machine model. In the
20th century, however, since the defects of this idea became
clear, contemporary philosophy has also changed a lot. We do



