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PROJECT JAPAN AND RECONSTRUCTING HISTORY 

 

Kayoko Ota – Curator-Editor, AMO/OMA (Office for Metropolitan 

Architecture), Tokyo 

 

 

BEFORE AND AFTER 

 

Project Japan is an embodiment of the six years of laborious 

work of Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Obrist and the members of AMO. It all 

started from three-day interviews by Koolhaas and Obrist with the 

survivors of Metabolism in 2005. The achievement was beyond belief: it 

triggered a number of questions, contradictions and discoveries, and in 

the process of digging further, we came up with an unexpected amount of 

human stories, snapshots, architectural drawings and photos, and 

diagrams based on newfound facts. We collected and carefully structured 

this fragmentary evidence into a new narrative, and created new 

meanings and new values. Through Project Japan, I think we can say we 

reconstructed and redefined history. 

 

      Metabolism is a legendary movement in architecture that occurred 

in the 1960s in Tokyo. Previously, Metabolism was known as an artistic 

movement in architecture by a group of radical architects who came out 

with impressive visionary drawings of the city of the future; why they 

made such drawings and what they really were was overshadowed by the 

strength of these images and other materials like photographs of the 

Nakagin Capsule Tower, or of Expo 1970 in Osaka. The Expo pavilions, 

which the Metabolists designed as prototypes for living systems for the 

future, contributed to the exaltation of futuristic fantasies among the 

national public, just like the bullet train that appeared in 1964. 

 

It is ironic that the successful career of each member of the 

group helped prevent, in a way, the serious digging through history or 

the idea of reviewing the entire past. Their successes also prompted 

and established accusations, against these various members, of 

megalomania, corruptness or loss of creativity. This criticism also 

coincided with the rise of Arata Isozaki, the leader of the opponent 

camp, seeking artistic or intellectual values in architecture in the 

late 1960s. 
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As a visual example of how we’d previously located Metabolism, 

let’s consider Charles Jencks’s famous timeline, or tree of evolution, 

of architecture. As you know, Jencks created the original version for 

his book of 1964 and updated it in 2000. 

 

I’ve circled our main protagonists – Metabolists and their 

mentor, Kenzo Tange in red, and people who played some role in our 

interviews in purple. You can see they are scattered and I think this 

fragmented condition depicts the notion or perception we had about 

Metabolism. Jencks’s diagram offered an exciting moment where non-

Western architects and events were included to establish the worldwide 

currents through time. There are, however, many important ties and 

relationships that are not visible here as they go beyond formalistic 

categorisation. 

 

One can then look to the other side of the movement and the 

architects: we linked the architecture and the protagonists to their 

political, economic and social contexts, and also placed them within 

international relationships, including with business and government. 

Metabolism becomes linked to the process of Japan’s modernisation. We 

redefined the movement as a professional upheaval to assert alternative 

plans to reconstruct the country, in an almost guerrilla way. Some of 

the members continued to act upon political decision makers for 

decades. 

 

 

THE PROJECT 

 

We began the project with interviews in Tokyo and I think that 

was the key. Thanks to the amazing abilities of Koolhaas and Obrist, 

the interviews illuminated a number of blind spots, provided many clues 

for comprehensive research we did later and even triggered emotions and 

unexpected actions among the interviewees. That is, the rather 

unconventional interviews turned many of the interviewees – the 

protagonists of the book and the history – so motivated that they made 

confessions or brought a lot of things out of their closets.  

 

These blind spots, contradictions or opaque areas were what 

made us spend more than five years on the interviews, a process of 

challenging existing notions, expanding perspectives and placing the 
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so- called legacy of Metabolism in new contexts and stories. I’ll 

elaborate on this later. 

 

I think Rem Koolhaas and Hans Ulrich Obrist wanted to work on 

Metabolism as they considered it the “last avant-garde” artistic 

movement – they had been interviewing contemporaries such as Johnson, 

Venturi, Ungers, Alexander, etc. – and perhaps the only one in the non-

Western sphere. And it was urgent: we were in the last moments to have 

direct contact with many of the survivors. The first round of 

interviews alarmed us to the necessity of organising a whole army of 

research. 

 

The project called for a long process employing a variety of 

means. The international operation brought in a lot of benefits, and 

the Internet played no small role. Many repeated follow-up interviews 

and even obstinate questioning were required; people often began to 

remember things, or realised their memories had twists or had been 

suppressed, during this process. Without such interventions, a lot of 

things would have remained confused or lost forever, leaving no chance 

to correct or reconnect. Lost forever would have been the opportunity 

to learn from and get inspired by truths. 

 

Some of the materials we encountered in the project include: 

 

THE BOOK 

Metabolism 1960  

During the first round of interviews, Fumihiko Maki, a Metabolist, 

showed us this legendary book, which was the ‘manifesto’ of Metabolism. 

It was published in 1960 and quickly disappeared, even in libraries. In 

a sense, this book of declaration was the apotheosis of Metabolism. 

Needless to say, it was one of the first evidences that made us rethink 

our understanding of the Metabolists’ visionary drawings and projects.  

 

 

KIYONORI KIKUTAKE 

Koto Project, Tokyo, 1961 

Alongside his architectural works, Kikutake was committed to developing 

mega-structure systems to fight the urban habitation problems brought 

about by the severe geographic conditions of Japan. Such proposals were 

the architect’s earnest appeal to society at large, as he tried to save 

it from the next natural disasters (the noblesse oblige of a former 
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landowner as Kikutake was?) with fundamentally new thinking and 

technologies. For various reasons, the architect himself separated 

these projects from his other architectural work. All the efforts he 

was actually making with the government were thus not known to the 

public; or architectural historians or critics didn’t relate them to 

his architectural work. In fact, Kikutake was proliferating so many 

great works of architecture in the same period that it ironically 

overshadowed the other side of his genius. 

 

Tetra Project, Tokyo, 1962 

This was another proposal Kikutake made for Tokyo as a solution to the 

imminent over-densification of the downtown area and the threat of 

natural disasters. Kikutake was always conscious of the fragility of 

the country’s land, and tried to cultivate the potential capacity of 

the sea, which surrounds the entire country. 

 

Stratiform Structure series, 1972-92 

We came across this project from the early ‘70s and went back to 

Kikutake several times after the first interview to find out more. We 

eventually saw a number of drawings and models of these projects. 

Kikutake was never tired of our never-ending questions. We concluded 

that his series of Stratiform Structure projects are clearly part of 

Kikutake’s continued practice or even an apotheosis of Metabolism: 

eventually, the Stratiform Structure would develop into a number of 

government-funded or international projects, according to our research. 

 

Artificial land projects – Sky House, Children’s Land, Expo 75 

pavilion 

Some buildings are dismantled and then forgotten for good: we found a 

photograph of Kikutake’s Children’s Land project in his archives. The 

small structures strutting on a hill can be seen as architecture on 

“artificial land,” a ‘shareware’ concept, as it were, pursued 

collectively by the Metabolists. 

 

 

KISHO KUROKAWA  

Agricultural City, 1960 

While Kikutake’s Metabolism was rooted in the land ownership deprived 

after the war, Kurokawa’s Metabolism was driven, at least partly, by 

his own experience of falling a victim to Ise Bay Typhoon – the kind of 

natural disaster that Japan is so vulnerable to. The Agricultural City 
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is one of Kurokawa’s earliest proposals for a Japanese city, aimed to 

save farmers’ life physically, psychologically and economically. 

 

Metamorphosis, 1965 

The Italian magazine Casabella published some provocative drawings of 

Kurokawa’s poetic Metamorphosis project in 1965. It was forgotten until 

we dug into the photographer’s archives that Kurokawa made a 1:1 

prototype and a short poem for it. 

 

Um Al Khanazeer Tourist Development, Iraq, 1975 

A set of competition drawings was found in a studio of a former staff 

member of the architect. The interview unfolded amusing stories and 

helped reconstruct a profile of the architect. 

 

Takara Pavilion, Expo 70 

The sponsor Takara dug out this photo for us. We were amused to see 

this most “feminine” megastructure. 

 

Reports of the Institute for Social Engineering, 1973-75 

Kurokawa never disclosed his work on, or talked much about, the think 

tank he created with a group of people in 1969. It was basically 

confidential. Based on thorough clarification during the interview with 

Kurokawa, we managed to find several reports that the think tank 

delivered to the government, and saw some fantastic research and 

diagrams therein. These documents reveal Kurokawa’s deep engagement in 

society – both in thinking and action – far beyond the professional 

realm, which renders shallow the criticism of the architect’s linkage 

to politics. The documents are inspiring to us today when the social 

role of the architect is in question.  

 

The media architect 

We also elaborated on the mutual enhancement of the architect and the 

emerging medium back then, i.e. television. Some snapshots tell us what 

happened. 

 

 

FUMIHIKO MAKI 

Dojima Plan, Osaka, 1960-61 

Maki and Masato Otaka explored the Group Form theory as an alternative 

urban planning system that was desperately needed in Japan and which 

would eventually influence architects in Singapore. He showed us a 
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drawing on which the graphic designer Kiyoshi Awazu, a colleague of 

Metabolism, freely drew over Maki’s urban architecture project of the 

Dojima Plan. Awazu came by his office and invited himself to the 

“collaboration”. 

 

 

KENJI EKUAN 

Early capsule projects 

It was fascinating to find out that the industrial designer Ekuan was 

the first among the Metabolists – before the architects – to create a 

“capsule” as a minimal unit of habitation that is mobile or expandable. 

Clearly, Ekuan’s ideas gave a lot of inspiration to the architect 

members and were given a central position in the second book on 

Metabolism, which we found out was to be published in 1965. 

 

 

EXPO 70 

The forgotten collaboration 

This big historical event for Japan also staged the summit of 

Metabolism. Through tireless digging, we grasped the fact that right 

underneath the Big Roof, there was a layer of pavilions, including 

those by Archigram, Christopher Alexander, Yona Friedman and Giancarlo 

de Carlo among others. Some of the Metabolists travelled to Europe and 

America together before the Expo in order to invite their architect 

contemporaries in person.  

 

The Golgi Structure in Expo 70 

Maki actually presented his work at Expo 70, which seems to have been a 

variation of the Golgi Structure, perhaps the most conceptual and 

visionary of his works. 

 

Photos by Dennis Crompton, Archigram 

Archigram also presented a pavilion, entitled “Dissolving City”. Group 

member Dennis Crompton also gave us evidence of the layer hidden 

underneath the Big Roof, with a capsule by Kisho Kurokawa and robots 

designed by Arata Isozaki that moved over the ground beneath. 

 

Osakagram 

Archigram published an Osaka edition of their magazine Archigram when 

Crompton visited Osaka for the Expo. It seems that Archigram 

collaborated with a young local architect, Isozaki, to make 
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“Osakagram,” a unique bilingual issue addressing the visitors of the 

Expo. 

 

Marunouchi Project, another “City in the Air”, 1963 

Like Metabolists, Isozaki also made an architect’s appeal to the 

public, with an alternative proposal in protest to the ruthless 

development underway by a major developer. We found the project in a 

popular weekly magazine for general topics, instead of an architecture 

magazine, from 1963. Clearly it’s an application of the “City in the 

Air” project (1960) – a drawing is in the collection of MoMA – to 

Marunouchi, the first CBD of Tokyo. 

 

 

KENZO TANGE 

Snapshots 

We had access to a number of snapshots taken in Tange’s youth, which 

reveal unknown or forgotten sides of the architect. One of the things 

that became clear is that besides his architectural work and teaching, 

Tange was active in various movements to raise public recognition or 

status of the architectural profession, raise the standard of design in 

daily life, and collaborate with artists. He was also active in 

visiting or connecting with those outside Japan, especially in the 

developing world. We could say he was an early precursor or example of 

the “global architect”, proliferating throughout the developing world 

including the Middle East and Africa, though with a firm ethical 

mission to serve the under-developed societies that needed him.  

 

Hiroshima’s core masterplan, 1951 

A set of drawings by Tange and his team at Tokyo University was found 

recently in the basement of the Hiroshima municipal offices, which 

survived the atomic bomb. Drawn six years after the end of the war, it 

conveys the idealistically motivated vision of the architect. With this 

masterplan, Tange proposed to the city to dedicate the city’s core to 

cultural and educational facilities for young people: the future. (He 

also presented this plan at the CIAM conference in London in 1951.) 

 

Unabridged photos 

We came across a bundle of old original photographs of Tange’s built 

and unbuilt works in photographers’ archives. The photos that appeared 

in magazines and books while Tange was alive were often strictly 

cropped by order of the architect or editor. After publication, the 
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photos were never sought or seen again. Some of the unearthed photos 

show the architectural works in a much wider context and convey the 

architectural intention more clearly, paradoxically against the 

architect’s editorial desire. 

 

Works in the Middle East and Africa, 1970s 

Tange’s works in Saudi Arabia and other Islamic countries or Africa 

were fascinating to ‘revisit’ as evidence of Tange’s professional 

career, which had been somewhat fragmented. We found in the works a 

dogged pursuit of his vision for a city on the one hand, and an 

unfettered exploitation of form and scale on the other that may not 

have been possible in his homeland. In particular, the masterplan for 

Muna in Saudi Arabia, an important town for the pilgrimage, was 

extremely powerful, ingenious and poetic, expanding further the 

creative capacity we’d assumed of the architect. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The best medium to embody our work was definitely a book, but 

there remained the question of how to keep these materials and how to 

keep them together; that is, where and how to archive the whole body of 

documents and evidence. All of these things were found in places 

scattered throughout Japan, but we are facing a serious problem: there 

is no established system of archiving or collecting the products of 

architectural work. 

 

As one knows, the lack of space is serious in our country. 

There is also no funding, public or private, to make such a system or 

place, though there are art museums everywhere: it has to do with the 

value – not only as an asset but as cultural heritage – assigned to 

architectural documents. 

 

Finally, I’d like to add that the ultimate purpose of our work 

was to connect our historical findings to the current state of things 

in architecture and its relationship with what’s beyond. The more we 

dug, the more we learned and were inspired for what architecture and 

the architect could do today. It would be exciting to see new 

discussions brought out by our book. And being here today, I should 

also say that it would be fantastic to see our project motivate a 

repercussion or even an international collaboration organised in Asia. 


