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Christopher * Choa

It is human nature to assume that successful projects are achieved
effortlessly, that the ease with which the public enjoys a completed
building parallels the apparent order and simplicity of the building
itself. But as it is with most endeavors requiring creative thought, the
formation of a simple and clear idea for a large project requires a
great deal of experience. Achieving the clarity of a concept in a
completed building requires even greater effort and discipline among
a large numbers of people, and a deep desire to collaborate with each
other for the ultimate benefit of the project.

In the case of the Osaka Aquarium and the Tempozan Market Place,
the richness of the public’s experience comes from the simplicity of its
generative ideas, of a scheme which reproduces the organization of the
Pacific Rim and the Pacific Ocean. As designers, we were obsessed
with the idea of a project which communicated more than the material
qualities of a building. We were interested in a design which could
express the sensations, the expanse and the richness of one of the most
diverse ocean habitats, where visitors could experience the sensations
and richness of water and its world of life.

The Ring-of-Fire concept and the physical scheme for the Osaka
Aquarium have been presented in great detail in a number of other
sources. The story of how such a major project was completed, from
first design to public opening in just over three and a half years, the
close collaboration of almost two hundred remarkable artists,
designers, architects, engineers and construction professionals from 26
companies and three countries is a very considerable achievement,
perhaps as monumental a construction as the project itself.

At the onset of the design effort, the four core groups at the center of
the project, the Osaka Waterfront Development Corporation (OWD) ,
the design architects, Cambridge Seven Associates (C7TA) Environmen-
tal Development Research (EDR) , and the construction consortium of
Takenaka, Obayashi and Konoike, were poised to accept the hierar-
chy and roles of a traditional architectural project. There were some
initial disagreements over the composition of the team, and the
proportioning of the work. Leaders and team members would argue
privately that the total team was excessively large, that two design
teams (CTA and EDR) were redundant, that an American group would
not know the necessary intricacies of a major urban project in Osaka,

or that a local Japanese design group did not have the international
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experience to organize such a diverse group of highly specialized
consultants, or conceive a project with a global appeal. Within months
after the project started, however, each group’s traditional roles had
expanded and interlaced with those of others. By the conclusion of the
project, it was inconceivable for the undertaking to have been possible
at all, let alone successful, without the fullest participation of every
member of every group.

Although C7A remained primarily responsible for initiating and devel-
oping the design concept, and coordinating the specialized exhibit and
technical consultants, the role of EDR became increasingly critical
during the course of the project, and their growing understanding and
involvement within the total effort was perhaps the most keenly felt.
EDR was C7A’s bridge into the heart of the project, the construction
site at Tempozan. C7TA was able to produce some of the best work in
its history as an innovative design firm because of the total dedication
by the EDR team to implement the orginal design concept. Conversely,
because of their spirit of collaboration, many of the suggestions by
EDR’s talented architects and engineer’s were incorporated into the
final design and building. There were many opportunities during the
course of the project for detailed discussions of the project. One of the
most significant occurred at the end of what in the United States we
call the design development phase; the senior members of the CTA
design and engineering teams traveled to Japan for a week of debrief-
ing, to explain the intricacies of the design we had produced. The
questions by EDR in the Osaka project room on Honmachi street were
detailed and thought provoking. | can remember in particular the long
discussions between Doctor Segawa, the EDR chief structural engi-
neer, and Doctor Varga, the principal structural engineering consul-
tant to C7A, about the strengths and weaknesses of the Japanese
structural code, and how best to adapt it to the problem of supporting
tanks containing 11,000 metric tons of sea water twenty meters above
unstable soil in an earthquake zone. EDR had determined by computer
analysis the unusual and significant loads generated by tsunami-type
wave action across the thirty meter surface of the main tank during an
earthquake; many calculation such as these were critical to the com-
prehension of the project . Later, in another less threatening context,
when we were designing the wave mechanism for the Great Barrier

Reef exhibit, I admired Mr. Mishima's boundless attention to detail as



we experimented with the location and strength of the water-jet
nozzles necessary to reproduce the typical ocean swells at low tide
which cover and uncover the various Australian corals.

There were many similar examples of cooperation on the typical
issues of our unusual project. In Tucson, Arizona, C7A, EDR and the
Larson Company (one of C7A’s exhibit consultants) met for days in the
desert climate to inspect artificial rockwork panels and determine
how air conditioning ducts could be routed through the trunks and
branches of a giant fiberglass sugi tree in the Japan Forest exhibit. In
San Diego,California,we developed the final details and inspected the
optical qualities of the monolithic, 30cm thick acrylic panels which
would span the five meter wide underwater openings into the Pacific
Ocean exhibit tank. Some of the larger panels were cured in specially
constructed auto-claves for up to nine months before they could be
removed for shipping to Osaka. There was so much acrylic ordered for
the project that EDR had to induce three very competitive companies
Reynolds Polymer, Mitsubishi and Sumitomo had to collaborate in
order to achieve the final production targets. In Melbourne, Australia,
we met in the studios of Les Gilbert to review the extraordinary
soundtracks of birds, waves, wind and whales which would be broad-
cast in the exhibit galleries. With Bill Flynn and Scott Rutherford,
C7A’s collection specialist, and members of OWD, we traveled to
remote fishing communities in Okinawa to negotiate with local fisher-
men to alert us sightings of the giant whale shark so that we could
arrange for its transfer to the Aquarium.

During the initial course of the project, C7A and EDR relied extensive-
ly on faxes, phones and air-expressed documents to maintain a twenty-
four hour per day design effort in Osaka and Cambridge. Eventually,
when precise and real-time communication became crucial, members
of the C7A team spent increasing amounts of time in Osaka to coordi-
nate the progress of the construction documents and construction. The
monthly trips from Boston to Osaka over the course of the first two
years became increasingly difficult, so we all arranged that I would
eventually move to Japan to oversee the remainder of the project. A
year before the end of the project, I moved into an apartment in
Osaka-Ko, within short walking distance of the construction site. I
spent many late nights in the project coordination offices of EDR,

which were located by then in the ground floor of the Tempozan

Marketplace building. In the winter, the project room was often quite
cold, and we worked with our overcoats and regulation EDR construc-
tion helmets on. The kerosene stoves were usually inadequate for
heating, but the spirit of camaraderie made up for it.

The cultural exchange which naturally evolved during the course of
this international project was a cherished end in itself, but also shaped
the outcome of the project as well as helping the continuity of the
design effort. The international management outlook of Shingo
Yamaguchi allowed the initial contractual discussions between EDR
and C7A to quickly solidify. I will always be grateful to the education
which Masaaki Sugimoto gave me during visits to the Iwashimizu
lantern festival and various basho which occurred in Osaka. I eventu-
ally became a Sumo addict, an interest which I follow to this day and
which I know influences my current design work in the United States.
Sugimoto-san’s sensitivity to cultural matters is reflected in his leader-
ship of many of EDR’s international projects. The same must be said
about Shoji Kurokawa, my close collaborator on the aquarium pro-
ject, whose experience studying in the United States is similarly useful
in the EDR’s role as a facilitator and leader in collaborative projects.
When refining details in the Tempozan Marketplace, Imoto-san and
I would deliberate the virtues of Shelby Cobra racing cars, and
Harley-Davidson motorcycles; eventually, details of the rather aca-
demic discussion would influence our resolution of an architectural
detail. There were many others who came to us in the United States
or hosted me in delightful and provocative ways. I think much of the
strong international flavor of the Osaka Aquarium and Marketplace
came from interchanges such as these in addition to the strength of the
initial concept.

I believe EDR is part of a new breed of international design profes-
sionals, extraordinarily capable not only for the coordination of
complex projects within Japan, but prepared for challenging projects
throughout the world. The experience they developed with us at
Tempozan, and since then with a wide range of international archi-
tects is clear evidence of this aptitude. Companies of architects and
engineers have the value of their reputations and the qualities of their
leaders and staff . the collaborative ability and the talent of EDR
made a distinct impression on the success of a formidable project, and

it will no doubt continue to do for others yet to come.
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My goal was to find out what it was that has allowed the Japanese
such consistent success despite the vast changes in technology and
form in the last one-hundred vears.

In my nearly two year internship at Nikken Sekkei, | found a system
of values and attitudes which are, I believe, directly responsible for
this success. | became aware of the origins of these values during the
year | spent studying Japanese architecture while enrolled at Cornell
University and on my subsequent studies in Japan before and after
graduation, In my studies of the preindustrial buildings of Japan, | was
struck by the consistent perfection and precision in all aspects of
construction & design ; the great attention to details ; and the high
degree of modularization. These tendencies have survived in to the
present period. [ would characterize at least the first two tendencies as
aspects of the the “artisans” mentality.

This is not to say that Japanese architectural professionals are under-
educated, for in deed, it is quite the opposite. They benefit from the
best aspects of tradition and continuity in a way that western and
especially American architects can't due to the discontinuieites of a
prolonged industrialization. Like the best premodern craftsmen, the
designers | work with tvpically give great emphasis to past successful
precedents, and pay a high degree of attention to detailing and perfec-
tion of technique. This tends to produce very sound, lasting buildings
of a quietly retiring and classic quality. Like the best of traditional
Japanese products, these buildings achieve a sort of timelessness
gained through gradual refinements carefully made over the course
infinite iterations.

The continuity required for this sort of evolutionary refinement, is
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most commonly found in organizations having lifetime employment, a
system common in Japan. The mechanism which transmits craft
values is to be found in the pseudo-apprenticeship system of com-
panies like Nikken. One suspects that this system can continue to
function because the stability of the work force has allowed continuity
of institutional memory, an attribute difficult to find in the American
work place due to its highly fluid employment practices. The relative-
ly high worker turnover of most American firms generally precludes
such whole scale transfers of institutional values, and of the personal
identification with a company found in many Japanese companies.
Conversely, young American designers, who rarely stay more than a
few years with the same firm during the early part of their carriers,
are exposed to a wider range of influences than their Japanese cohorts.
Young architects in a company like Nikken, on the other hand, have
an opportunity to perfect their craft over long periods of sustained and
intensive tutelage under their seniors, and form a strong identification
with their companies. U.S. firms tend to view expertise as something
to be acquired through hiring experienced people, rather than, as in
Japan, something to be developed in house. Each system clearly has its
own merits, and it is best that individuals be able to chose a systems
fitting their own needs.

The artisan inspired values of the modern architectural profession in
Japan are not unique in kind, but in the scale and consistency at which
they have survived industrialization. For me the value of coming to
Japan is the opportunity to learn in an environment difficult to find in
my own country-to learn the timeless ways of the crafts-person as

applied to modern architecture.
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In the last 30 years, Japan has emerged as one of the most fascinating
and rich nations on earth. There conditions also bring Japan as one of
the leading countries in almost every field, from the medical technol-
ogy to communication as well as architecture. For foreigners, Japan
has long had appeal to be a modern country and very adranced in
technologies. I as myself, I am always fascinated by the Japanese
architecture how highly sophisticated and superb the Japanese archi-
tecture is.

After I finished my study in the united states, I came and started
working in Osaka, Japan. Being the first time in Japan, everything
looks so small and very crowded, I get used to this situation as time
goes on. After for a while, | started nothing the differences between
Japanese architecture and western counterparts. The Japanese
achitectural world are very hither to understood to be fundamentally
very different from the western parts. As western architecture plays a
lot of influence in Japan, Japanese architecture has very little to
influence or contribute to the western architecture rather than its
technologies.

For foreigners it is very hard to under stand the Japanese architecture
because of the constant dualims that appers in the Japanese architec-
ture. Western and eastern ideas and contrasting styles that exists-
colorful, decorative, exuberant on one hand monochrome, linear and
refined on the other. It is very ironic that in Japan where a society is
known for its formality and homogeneous society here architects are
able to do things artistically they would not be able to do it some-
where else. May be due to the technologies and economics capabilities.
Besides all of these, some Japanese architects look to the west to
design or create a building. Instead of taking the principles ideas of the
buildmg and interpret it in their owns ways, they tend to copy directly
from the western counterparts and with the excessive number of
architects in Japan and lack of aesthetic planning guidelines, archi-
tects here are copying and borrowing the vocabularies of architecture

from each other. And because of these reasons, Japanese architecture

42 W 3tEe 19939

has been criticize its lack of originality.

Here in Japan, huildings try to win the people attentions. By all these
means, Japanese architecture becomes media messages to sell or to
promote something. And the building life is very short because the
building acts as a billboard to send the messages.

The preservation, here in Japan, has very little effort to save the old
buildings. More and more traditional houses are replaced by the
contemporary ones sooner or later, there is no one left behind and it
is very sad to see the destruction of the traditional values in order to
meet the contemporary ones. Eventhough the social condition has been
changed, We have to save or to protect the old buildings as part of
society, because what architecture is not only something new but also
the old ones which is the fundamental of the present condition. And
many foreigrers who come to Japan they live to see the new design as
well as the traditional ones.

I am not a writer or an expert on Japan so all of the criticizes that |
mentiored above may be wrong. But all of there criticizes that I
mentioned here are based on what I see and what I think.

It has been 2/2 years since I came to Japan my stay in Japan have been
very rewarding. | have learned great deal about Japan, its culture and
its architecture with more internationalism I hope Japan is willing to
share its technologies and knowledge to other countries, specially ro
the Asian countries which are for behind.

Despite of the criticism that [ mentioned above, Japanese architects
are very skillful handling the details and combining the materials
(finishings materials) than any other architects in the world more over,
Japanese craftrvenships are very sophisticated and high gualihes the
existences give the building more sense of life. Having the ideas of the
west and the East, the past and the future, the simplicily and the
complexity, Japanese architecture is very distinguished in its own
way. And I, myself always admire it. I hope I could learn something

more that [ didn't know about the Japanese architecture.
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The geographical and psychological barriers which have historically
imposed and maintained cultural divisions are continually being erod-
ed by the simultaneous exchange of information and the global satura-
tion of media images. This has had a direct effect on cultural produc-
tion in general and the profession of architecture in particular.
Because of the speed at which concepts and ideas can be exchanged by
fax and computer networks, and the development of an international
consciousness toward architecture due to increased exposure through
architecture publications, the number of foreign archtects being hired
for work in other countries is ever increasing. The idea sketched in L.
A. arrives at an office in Tokyo in microseconds and becomes a
building in another corner of the globe affecting the landscape and the
lives of people therein.

Under these conditions international partnership becomes not only
possible but inevitable and, if architecture is to have a meaningful
position within this milieu, necessary. Ultimately, the questions must
be asked: what are the bases of relevant design when traditional
notions of time and place are displaced by technology, and how can
architects from different cultural backgrounds work together to face
the challenges posed by this new paradigm and form an effective
critical response?

Recent works being completed by foreign architects in Japan offer
substantive responses to these questions. Nexus World in Fukuoka
and the Artpolis project in Kumamoto headed by Arata Isozaki are
two significant examples involving notable architects from the US
and Europe, as well as Japan, which represent an important interface
of global and regional concepts at a local scale.

Nexus World, although controversial with respect to certain specific
architectural conditions, represests a powerful concentration of
multicultural collaboration while Artpolis attempts to create a non-
Western model of urban design which, due to the participation of
foreign architects, is not completely Eastern either but a hybrid of

influences.
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Such projects have only been successful, however, through the con-
certed effort to overcome the many problems which continue to
frustrate international collaboration; problems that stem from adher-
ence to old models and prejudices as well as cultural misconceptions.
In order to overcome these remaining barriers it is important to
develop a mutual understanding of the professional and cultural
conditions involved in the interpretation and realization of an interna-
tional architectural project. This, however, can not be achieved
through virtual networks alone, but through direct experience.

Such i.s the motivation of my internship in Japan; to make a corporeal
connection prior to interacting through ethereal media.

Based upon a recognition of the growing economic and cultural inter-
dependence between the US and Japan, which will no doubt lead to
intensified cultural exchange and interaction bhetween US and
Japanese architects, it has become my goal to establish a framework
for future interaction by gaining exposure to the architectural climate
in Japan directly and by developing an intimate understanding of the
factors which contribute to endemic design processes, and by inter-
pretating foreign ideas and working methods.

Experiencing the inner-workings of the Japanese design profession
first-hand will not only contribute to my work as a future practicing
architect in the US but will facilitate my inevitable dealings with
Japanese architects. With an understanding of the aspects involved in
the design process, such as management practices and construction
techniques, as well as the cultural and aesthetic subtleties which are
the bases of meaningful design in Japan, a more fruitful relationship
will be forged.

Such an understanding is essential to effective collaboration and
critical architectural practice, as communication technologies facili-
tate the transcendence of limits imposed by geography and history,
and cultural interrelationships become more complex:; essential not

only between the US and Japan but globally.
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Seen through the eyes of an interested outsider Japanese architects are
currently enjoying a privileged position within the international con-
struction industry. The rise of Japan as an economic superpower that
necessitated frenetic construction has produced some of the most
insightful and facile architecture of recent years. Japanese architects
in their early forties have built more than most Western architects
expect to build in their lifetimes. Set against a context of British cities
suffering from urban rigor mortis the dense variety of urban Japan
provides a wealth of tempting architectural possibilities. In contrast to
the established urban framework of streets, boulevards and civic
buildings in Europe Japan's city scape is so potent with vitality
architects from abroad gape in awe at the fantasies that have and can
be built.

Much of the British interest in Japan, particularly from those journals
so keen on dramatic photography, has inevitably centred on the
fantastic elements of Japanese architecture and urbanism. With for-
eign architects receiving commissions in Japan the nature of that
interest has turned from fascination to a genuine desire to build.
Despite most work by foreign architects in Japan to date being
achieved by internationally well recognised practices the realisation
that Japan offers the chance to build seems gradually to be dawning
on the international architectural profession as a whole. The RIBA for
example recently prepared a list of practices interested in working in
Japan.

Having graduated in architecture from Cambridge University, Eng-
land, I was fortunate enough to be offered a scholarship from Kobe
Institute, St Catherine’s College, University of Oxford, to study
Japanese language and culture and to research into Japanese architec-
ture. As part of this scholarship I participated in an eight week work
placement in the Design Department of Takenaka Komuten in Osaka.
Arriving with shakey Japanese and fairly rudimentary knowledge
about the workings of such a large organisation | was apprehensive

but excited. Having been introduced to my bucho and kacho 1 was
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escorted to the personnel section in the main office to undergo formal
introductions and vetting. Evervone greeted and welcomed me politely
and in due course we returned to the design deparment. The following
two months were spent working with my section on competitions and
schemes for new projects. Over this period I developed close relation-
ships with my colleagues and learnt much about the structure of the
Japanese construction industry in general and Takenaka's role within
it in particular.

My experiences within Takenaka dispelled many of my fears of the
difficulty of working internationally as an architect and established
others in their place. The language barrier that appeared so daunting
at first quickly proved surmountable. Architecture is one of the few
professions where communication is reasonably easy thanks to the
universality of the language | drawing. With highly advanced infor-
mation technology such as faxes and Computer Aided Design architc-
cture should be at the forefront of international professions.

The true barrier to international partnership is ignorance. Unfortu-
nately as long as the publications abroad centre on the aspects of
Japanese architecture that seem bizarre and alien to foreign architects
and forgo a closer examination of the construction industry that
produces them foreign architects will remain unaware of the realities
of working in Japan. As long as zenekon remain dominant forces
within the Japanese construction industry architects from abroad will
have no choice but to work in association with them. These zenekon
thus have the greatest collective say in whether to promore interna-
tional partnership or to exclude it. Unfortunately much of this power
lies outside the hands of the designers who will have the opportunity
to work with and learn from their foreign counterparts and instead in
the hands of administrators who will meet for a formal introduction
and probably never again. Since I intend to return to Japan to work in
the future I can only hope that even the administrators, particularly
the personnel section, can see the benefits that closer links with

foreign architects would bring.
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