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Metabolist Movement between Tokyo Bay Planning and Urban Utopias
in the Years of Rapid Economic Growth 1958-1964

=kt EHE (1958 E£—1964 &) IZHBIT S
HEEHHEBHI—PETOEIOA TR X~ DFFE

== R =
RAFFAELE PERNICE
o B B e o

BT+ EEXRE

2007 &= 3 A

4554




The Metabolism is one of the most representative Japanese architectural movement
ever, and many studies and researches have been pursued to clarify and investigate
deeper the significance of the urban theories and architectural language behind the
futuristic and sophisticated shapes of their projects. Several critics and scholars
from all the part of the world have been fascinated and impressed by bold visions of
Metabolism, and have prized and sometimes criticized their innovative design approach,
as expression of the new modern Japanese architecture, and in general of the spirit
of the rebuilt Japan. However, having mainly focused on the field of the theory of
architecture and the issues related to the aesthetic style as expression of the cultural
differences hidden behind the formal images and the contents of the architecture, so
far the previous studies and the investigations conducted on Metabolism have often
neglected a deeper analysis on their urban theories and on the fundamental relations
which tied the architects of Metabolism with the specific socio-economical background
and the cultural context as factor that influenced directly their projects. In order
to accomplish this aim, the investigation for this study has been mainly conducted by
a double approach consisting in the analysis of the process of transformation of the
Japanese urban system after the Pacific War, and the investigation of the social and
cultural context in which Metabolism operated, with an special emphasis on the relation
between social economy and construction field, on the influence of the foreign
architectural theories and the limits of Japanese city planning tradition as well. The
present dissertation consists of an introduction, 6 chapters, a conclusion and the
transcript of interviews the author had with 3 members of the original Metabolist group.
The Introduction gives the explanation of the subject and the purposes of the present
research, and further summarizes and evaluates the researches previously undertaken,
especially by foreign scholars, and illustrates the new points of the study.

Chapter 1 deals with the origin of Metabolism as architectural movement of
avant-garde and proposes an interpretation of its architectural language and urban

planning theories, as appeared since the publication of their Manifesto in occasion
of the World Design Conference in Tokyo. Especially it 1s stressed the importance of
the national cultural background as source of inspiration and revision of many
architectural, urban planning and aesthetic concepts.

Chapter 2 presents a concise historical survey of the origins of modern Japanese
architecture and urban design and focuses on the postwar architectural and urban
planning activities in Japan. In particular it 1s presented a view of the most
representative architecture built during the decade of the 1950s, with special emphasis
on the research on the design of prefabricated dwellings and the introduction of

]




industrial production of housing components. Furthermore it is reported the
contribution of the works of Kenzo Tange, as theoretician and mentor of Metabolist group,
and the development of his architectural principles for the future course of the
Japanese architecture. The analysis of the origin of the urban sprawl of the Japanese
cities (as consequences of the phenomena such as immigration and concentration of
industries in the big cities) and of the housing policy of Japanese government concludes
the chapter.

In Chapter 3 the real changes of city structure and city planning activity 1n the
period of highly growing economy of Japan in 50s and 60s are analyzed. During this phase
the urban growth reached its peak by the beginning of the 1960s, and fostered a Turther
search for innovative methodologies in the field of city planning. By reporting on the
city planning tradition and the methodologies imported in Japan from Europe at the
beginning of the last century, the chapter surveys the social and economic
t ransformations occurred in Japan and the development of the large concentration of
metropolitan areas which originated the so called “Tokaido Megalopolis™ .

Chapter 4 deals with the issue of the “reclaimed lands” and artificial land, and
the projects for the urban transformation of Tokyo in the late 1950s as origin of the
most innovative period in Japanese urban design. The chapter investigates briefly the
issue of the proposition of reclamation and water surface utilization of Tokyo Bay,
and the relation of the coastal engineering works (ports, breakwaters, dams) with the
spread of the theme of marine cities. Furthermore it analyses the projects proposed
by Metabolist Group, as well as other designers and planners, for the redevelopment
of Tokyo as alternative to the inefficient official planning schemes. '

Chapter 5 deals with the investigation of some of the urban theories and new projects
developed by architects of Metabolism, and their vision of the modern city as well.
It illustrates some concepts, such as the “Marine City” by Kiyonori Kikutake, the

“Linkage Theory” and “Collective Forms” by Fumihiko Maki and the "Patchwork-Linear
City” model by Kisho Kurokawa. In the chapter is then analyzed the relation and the
analogies which linked Metabolist urban theories and its concept of city to the main
urban and architectural streams in Europe and America, and their reciprocal influence
in the context of the crisis of Modernist principles in late o0s.

Chapter 6 deals with the theme of “Megastructures” as main architectural trend
of the 1960s which encompasses the works proposed by Metabolism; it shortly investigates
the origin of this idea, from former urban models promoted by the Functionalism to 1ts
failure as an architectural prototype able to give solution to the urban problems. A
survey of the main influence of this movement in the Western countries and in Japan
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concludes the chapter.

The Conclusion gives the summary of the results of the research and presents the
considerations taken from the analysis of the previous chapters. Metabolism was a
creative, polemical and ambiguous architectural movement, which had an extraordinary
success especially outside Japan, and was generated by local cultural factors as well
as by Western influence. Their radical urban plans and theories mainly originated from
the need for the renewal of Japanese city planning methodologies, and later promoted
an aesthetic and architectural theory linked to the myth of the changeable technology,
wvhich also fostered worldwide the Megastructural trend of the early 1960s. In the period
1958-1964 Metabolist group had 1tsmain creative period, which was directly linked with
the economic growth of the country and the i1ssues over the debate of the reclaimed lands,
artificial lands and especially with the improvement of the i1ndustrial and coastal
engineering techniques in Japan. The theme of "Marine City and of "Megastructures’
spread an amount of 1nterest and confidence especially from the government and
construction industry since those 1deas seemed to offer a practical and cheap solution
to the problems of the continuous urban growth of the city, problems which seemed to
be out of control with the traditional city planning methodologies and approach. Another
factor of Metabolism success was 1ts contribution 1n shaping a new model of mega-city
as response to the urban crisis of the time. Those urban proposals were intended to
be more responsive to the fast changes of the i1ndustrial society led by the impressive
improvement 1n modern technologies. In doing so, Metabolists disclosed for the first
time in Japan the necessity of a comprehensive approach in the city planning field (which
in Japan traditionally focused on infrastructures supply and functional issues)
according to the concepts and the principles of the newdiscipline of urban design (which
stresses the importance, among the other factors, of the aesthetic and spatial quality
of the urban places). Indeed, on the long run, the main merit of Metabolism was not
the effectiveness and the originality of its architectural and urban theories (which
in part colluded with the consumerism spirit of Japanese society of the time as well
as the other architectural and urban theories form abroad), but the disclosure to the
international world, by means of many (and mostly later) publications written by the
original members of the group and other Japanese and foreign scholars, of the reality
of post-war Japan.

The 1nterviews which architect Kiyonori Kikutake, architectural critic Noboru
Kawvazoe and industrial designer Kenji1 Ekuan released to the author are original and

unpublished documents which 1ntegrate and extend the considerations given 1n the
dissertation.
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