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Will 21st Century Architecture Survive?

Akira Wada (President of the Archilectural Institute of Japan)
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The architecture, towns and cities of Japan are the stage where
our lifestyles and occupations are playing out in the 21st
century. Looking at the major changes they have undergone, we
see that two stand out: the Meiji Restoration in 1868 and the
defeat in 1945, which came after four major wars.

With the Meiji Restoration, Western culture and civilization
came streaming into Japan, bringing major changes in Japanese
architecture, Japan is a beautiful country with well-kept
landscapes and a history of coping with threats from nature. In
that setting, architecture had developed as a part of Japanese
culture. There was an overarching architectural framework that
tolerated an appropriate amount of deformation and attenuation.
But after the Meiji Restoration, instead of further developing
that way of thinking, new architectural styles were imported
from Europe and North America, from countries where large
earthquakes and other natural disasters were unknown and rigid
buildings were made from stone and concrete. Then, after the
Nobi Earthquake of 1891 and the Great Kanto Earthquake of
1923, it was realized that earthquake resistant archilecture could
not be built that way, and Japanese research into earthquake
resistant structures began. However, much of the land in Japan
still belonged to large landowners, and it could be said that

this was an age when architectural culture adopted Western
civilization while preserving the culture from before the Edo
Period.

The Japanese people had rushed headlong into World War II, but
after the war the Allied occupation forces drew up a new peace
constitution and redistributed the land to small farmers. This
Constitution of Japan is viewed as promises made by the state to
the people. Regardless of what it wants to do, the state cannot
take action without listening to the opinion of the people and
the citizens. This is a democracy that can prevent the state from
running out of control, and Japan can be proud of it.

In today’s Japan, land is divided into small, privately owned
plots in the cities as well as the countryside. The Building
Standards Act, which is based on the Constitution, basically
holds that architecture is free. Developers and designers are
almost always free to be concerned only with the project at
hand, so that the resulting architecture is a jumble of disparate
designs. Some observers from other countries might find this

to be an admirable kind of chaos, but unlike our democracy
Japan’'s towns and cities are nothing to boast about.

For us, structural designers and researchers, postwar earthquakes
have frequently revealed blind spots in supposedly earthquake
resistant structures. They included two large earthquakes around
the end of World War II, the 1964 Niigata Earthquake, 1968
Tokachi-oki Earthquake, the 1978 Miyagi-oki Farthquake, the
1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake, and the 2011 Great East Japan
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Earthquake.

However, during last year’s great earthquake, the Japanese Red
Cross Ishinomaki Hospital designed by Nikken Sekkei continued
to function even after the earthquake, demonstrating that
genuine progress has been made over the last 30 years in the
development of seismically isolated structures. In Sendai and
Tokyo, buildings equipped with vibration suppressing dampers
demonsltrated their ability to withstand the earthquake, one
example being the ultra-high-rise tower at Tokyo Midtown in
the Roppongi district of Tokyo. It seems that after 100 years

of striving, earthquake-resistant engineering has arrived at

a turning point. By building structures with an appropriate
amount of ductility and incorporating members that absorb the
energy of the earthquake, we have shown that the traditional
Japanese approach to architecture can be reclaimed in a valid
contemporary guise.

The Great East Japan Earthquake of March 2011 was a shock
because it contradicted widespread belief in the progress of
science, technology, and earthquake engineering. As architects
and urban planners, we should have been aware of the
fearfulness of tsunamis from books and films of the Sumatra
earthquake. We were told that large tsunamis had attacked not
only the Sanriku Coast of Iwate Prefecture but also the coastal
plains of Miyagi Prefecture, bul nevertheless continued to

build in those regions and to allow children and seniors to live
there. We must accept responsibility for that. The next large
earthquake and tsunami are likely to strike along the Pacific
coasts of Shizuoka and Kochi Prefectures. But even though

this threat is just as fearful, preparations are lagging far behind
what should be done. I think that instead of giving in to narrow
demands from residents, we must have the courage to build the
types of architecture and towns that should be built.

At the end of the 21st century, will those who come after us
praise us for the excellent architecture and towns that we are
building now? The cities of Nara and Kyoto were built more than
1,000 years ago, but they are still superb no matter how often
we visit them. It would be disappointing if, when science and
learning today have made such progress, we could not do better
than Nara and Kyoto.
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Face to Face With Nature
— Cities, Architecture, People
Actions of the Nikken Group After the 3.11 Earthquake
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