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Alfredo Arribas
Marugame Hiral Museum

Alfredo Arribas first attracted international attention in the eighties, at
the end of the Franco era, a time of new beginnings and regained freedom
in Spain in the fields of architecture and design aS well. At that time many
young Spanish artists started their career by designing bars, which Arribas
once Called >>the new temples of our day<<<. This offered the pos—
sibility of unusual spatial solutions, architectural quotations and the skilful
use of lighting effects to draw on an abundaﬁt source and thus open up
new expressive possibilities for architecture. ;

In the meantime Arribas has also been able to realize a number of larger
projects, including designing the opening ceremony for the 1992 Olympic
Games in Barcelona, certainly a highly unusual commission for an architect.
One of Arroba” s most interesting pieces of work outside his Spanish
home is the Marriage Hirai Museum presented here, which houses one of
the most important collections of contempt refry Spanish art in Japan.

The centre of the complex is an oval sculpture garden, bordered by
avows building with a cafe and a gallery for temporary exhibitions on one
side and the eight—storey main building on the other. Like the sculpture
garden, the main building also has an oval ground plan, from which an
extremely dynamic elevation was developed. Arrobas intended this to
confront his fellow—countrymen ‘s sculpture with an architectural sculpture
that is in a position to enter into dialogue with them. This places him in
conscious contrast with the opinion still held by many artists that
architecture should be nothing more than a neutral container for their work .

Hiroshi Watanabe has written extensively on con temporary Japanese
architecture and on the work of Western architects in Japan. Motoi Nikes
worked as a photographer in Tokyo after studying photography. He died
early in 1895, only 30 years old, after a skiing accident.
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ACFHE HLNE - TEEAKZARIEYIE, 1991, (R Akira Takahashi)
Yoshio Taniguchi, Marugame Genichiro—Inokuma Museum of Contemporary Art, 1991 (Photo. Akira Taka hashi)

<<Simultaneous perception of a multiplicity of levels involves struggles
and hesitations for the observer, and makes his perception more vivid<<'

Duality characterizes every aspect of the building known as Marugame Motriz, which
houses the Maru game Hirai Museum, from its bifurcated roof to its oval, bipolar site plan,
but that is an expression of the divergent roles it is called upon to play. In discussing the
design, the architect Alfredo Arribas remarks that the development of the project was
distinguished by>>>alternating conceptions of architecture as a setting for artworks, and as

an expressive symbol in its own right<<(. That is, the program called for a building that

is both a neutral background and a sculpture immediately recognizable in its urban environment |
<<now a container, now the content itself<<.?

Though palpably different from its surroundings, the building draws its inspiration from
its context. The work is restrained and disciplined by its own logic but is strikingly
evocative. It is simple and abstract in form, nearly to the point jof minimalism, vyet it

summons by its surreal presence highly apposite imagery .

AUFHZEPHERE, ST PG, (B Tomonori Komamatsu)

| Aerial view of Marugame with the Marugame Castle in the center, (Photo. Tomonori Komamatsu)
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FEAP=ENREZE,

Exhibition space on the third floor of the main building.

FEFAENNERERFRIEE,

Detail of the shunshade on the south side of the main building
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The complex in its setting.
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The building, which accommodates the offices of a broadcasting company and a
museum of contemporary Spanish art, is a witty and carefully considered response to a
special set of circumstances. The place is a provincial city that traces its origin to a feudal
castle—town, located in a region that has played a not insignificant role in Japan's history .
The immediate physical environment of the building exemplifies by its mixed nature the
major changes that are now underway in the region's industrial structure. The time was the
period immediately after the bursting of Japan's >>bubble<’<Z economy, when prices that
had been pushed up to unprecedented heights by speculation were plummeting. Many
building projects conceived in more buoyant times were being terminated, but the depth
of the re cession to follow was not yet fully recognized. The de signer was a young
architect from Barcelona who was already familiar with the working environment in Japan,
having participated in one of the most spectacular projects of the bubble era in Japan. As
was true of many other contemporary Spanish architects, he was committed to Modernism
but respectful of tradition and the genius loci. Yet his reputation up to that time, to the
extent that he was known outside his native country, had rested primarily on designs for
bars, restaurants and discotheques. Marugame was to prove one of the first steps in his
becoming a full—fledged international architect with large projects having urban implications.
This commission brought the city and the architect together at a decisive moment in their
respective histories, and the result is a building that occupies a special place in his oeuvre
as in its urban environment .

Perhaps it is best to begin by dealing with the most obvious question. how does a
museum of contemporary Spanish art designed by a Spanish architect come to be built in
a provincial Japanese city with a population only slightly in excess of 750007 The reason,
as it turns out, is a blend of happenstance, international goodwill, municipal boosterism
and corporate public relations. In July 1985, a group of local schoolchildren visited the
Basque resort city of San Sebastian, bearing with them letters from Marugame's mayor and
the chairman of the education committee. That initiated communications between civic
leaders that eventually led to the establishment in 1990 of a sister—cities relationship.
Regional broadcasting and newspaper companies belonging to a conglomerate had been
contemplating a building project in Marugame for some years, and the city's new ties with

San Sebastian inspired them to develop an idea for a Spanish garden on the grounds of

the building. That was then elaborated into a concept for a building, designed by a Spanish
architect, that would house office spaces, exhibition spaces for Spanish art and a restaurant.
Sculptures were to be displayed in the garden. (A drawing from an intermediate stage of
design shows the kitchen housed in an annex with a free—form plan to thesouth of the
building. ) Finally , the need for more gallery space forced the restaurant out of the building

in to a separate pavilion on the same site. A small service building rounds out the complex.

BXAEEEERANSIE,

The main building from the south in the daytime.

HATEFNERERYHERE.

Perspective view of the complex with the main building in the foreground.
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The main building from the south at night.
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It would be wrong to paint Marugame as a cultural desert, for
despite its small size the city already boasted two museums of
art before the advent of the Marugame Hirai Museum. The Genichiro—
Inokuma Museum of Contemporary Art is a municipal institution
with a collection of works by a modern Japanese art ist with ties
to the city. (It had the distinction recently of being the first
Japanese museum to host a Mark Rothko retrospective.) The
architect Yoshio Taniguchi was awarded the prestigious Murano
Prize for the de sign of the museum, a quiet, austere building in
front of the main railway station. The privately—owned Ma rugame
Museum of Art is on the grounds of a 17th century stroll garden
built on the shore of the Inland Sea by the lord of Marugame Castle.
The gallery , which houses a collection of paintings of the Barbi—zon
School, is a modern addition and is in the nature of an adjunct to
a landscape graced with twisted pines and a pond modeled on Lake
Biwa.

Marugame is clearly not a typical backwater municipality .

The place

Marugame occupies one corner of the Sanuki Plain, which was
created on the northern coast of Shikoku, one of the four main
islands of Japan, by the accumulation of sediment carried by rivers.
The landscape of Marugame is basically flat, but there are scattered

tree—covered mountains that were once islands close to shore.
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Main building. Sections. Key. B storage forworks of art, 1 F entrance and museum, 2F museum,6 3F museum and museum shop, 4F cultural services, 5F offices of the newspaper Shiko—ku, 6F

offices of the Nisho—Nippon Broadcasting Corporation, 7F multi use, 8F plant room.



5RO R

N
SN

-
S \\‘r““
..

TEETEREARRRL W= R

S

I e s e, i e B
3 LB o)

FRAP=EHREZE., KENE, BESH, 1905~19104 . (3825, Jordi Sarra Arau)
Exhibition space on the third floor of the main building. Antoni Gaudi, Casa M/la, Barcelona, 1905—10. (Photo. Jordi Sarra Arau).

FI/RIBIRE IREET, RESEE, BESH, 1987 &£,

Alfredo Arribas Arquitectos Asociados, Velvet Bar, Barcelona, 1987,
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The focal point of the city has always been Marugame Castle. The existing castle,
which largely dates from the middle of the 17th century, is built on a hill rising 66 meters
above sea level in the middle of the town and is visible from nearly every quarter. It is
one of only twelve castles in Japan to retain their donjons, but most of the other buildings
in the complex are gone. The grounds have been turned into a park and the site of a museum
of local history. The castle today is most notable for the masonry walls that line the four
tiers of earthen platforms on which the castle buildings once rested. Walls such as these
are among the few instances of masonry construction in traditional Japanese architecture.

It was customary at the time to give such stone walls a concave curve in section
to resist the pressure of the earthen fill behind them, and the Stone walls of Marugame
Castle are particularly well known for their curve, which has been variously dubbed >>fan—
shaped<<Z or >>>crescent—shaped<<<,. This curve, geometrically imprecise but seductive to
the eye, is invariably cited when cultural observers at tempt to explain the je ne sais quo/
that distinguishes the traditional Japanese aesthetic.

Marugame's skyline is thus dominated by a hill from which rise banks of curving stone
walls that are crowned in turn by a small three—tiered, white—walled donjon. It was this
castle that inspired in large measure the design of the Marugame Hirai Museumn. What Arribas
did was to create a building that offers contrast to the castle but also acknowledges and

reinforces the castle’s symbolic role.
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Another aspect of the city's feudal past has bearing on the Marugame Hirai
Museum. Marugame flourished in the Edo period because of its strategic
location with respect to a major pilgrimage route. Although pilgrimages to
well—known shrines and temples such as Ise Shrine and Mt. Koya had been
made in the ancient and medieval periods, it was only in the feudal period that
better security and improved eco nomic circumstances made long—distance

travel possible for a wide segment of the population. Kotohira Shrine, popularly

known as >>Kompira—san<<<, was one of the most famous pilgrimage des—
tinations in the country. Located on a mountain just 15 kilometers from

Marugame, it was dedicated to Kompir@ Daigongen, a syncretic Shinto—

Buddhist deity of fishermen and travelers on the sea. (In the early Meiji era,
it was recast as a purely Shinto god to suit the religious orthodoxy of the
times . ) >>Kompira<< is a transliteration of the Sanskrit Kumb—hira, originally
the Indian crocodile god of the Ganges River.

As word of the efficacy of prayer to this god spread, >>Kompira circles
<< were organized throughout Japan. Money was collected and each year

representatives of a circle were chosen by lot to make the pilgrimage and pray

for the safety of the local cormmunity. Within Shikoku there was a network
of land routes for pilgrims called >>Kompira Highways<< . It was the custom
along these roads to keep a lantern lit at night at the ehtrance to a village
to guide pilgrims passing through.Pilgrims from outside Shikoku of course had
to take ships, and Marugame was the main landing point. Commerce and crafts
developed to serve the pilgrims. By the 18th century, there were so—called >>
Kompira ships<< plying regularly between Osaka and Marugame. Here too T e : : |

lanterns were used as landmarks to guide the traffic into the port of Marugame, LI S

that is, to define the gateway into the community .*

BAYAERNTEE. T 2608 1 T85, 2 AHETMAEENRENEE, 3 (5BUR) MMELLNE, 4 MEBE, 5 E/ 45, 6 /)15,

Site plan. Key. 1 main building, 2 pavilion with cafeteria and room for temporary exhibitions, 3 annex forthe newspaper Shiko—ku, 4 sculpture garden, 5 main square, 6 small square.



