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“The Resilience of Japan and Japanese Architecture”
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Some thoughts and a message in the wake of the Great East Japan Earthquake

and the ensuing human and environmental tragedy
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On March 11 last year a horrendous earthquake hit East Japan north of Tokyo along the Pacific
shoreline of the Tohoku region. Both the tremor of magnitude 9 and the following tsunami have
been unprecedented even in this country, where large seismic tremors are the rule rather than the
exception. While the quake was the largest on Japan’s historic record—and the fourth strongest in
the world--the actual devastation was inflicted by the onslaught of waves often as high as over 30
meters. This natural disaster eradicated almost in an instant and just about completely most
settlements, small fishing villages, and agricultural communities along the more than six hundred
kilometer-long shores of Fukushima, Miyagi, and Iwate Prefectures, causing considerable damage
even further inland. In this tragedy, more than twenty thousand people perished or disappeared.
And then another tragedy struck; the Fukushima nuclear plant was inundated and, despite heroic

efforts, started leaking radioactivity into the air and water.
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We in the United States and many other parts of the world watched in horror the video footages
recorded on cell phones and digital cameras as small and large buildings, roads, bridges, and
everything else what had been built and constructed were swept away by the unstoppable surge of
water. Many of us faraway from the tragic events wrote to, or called frenetically, relatives, friends,
and all whom we knew in Japan to see if they were all right. I was relieved to learn that all of mine
were fine. But many in Japan were not so lucky. Even those who survived lost close relatives, their
entire families, children or parents along with all their properties and livelihood. Hundreds of
thousands were left with nothing at all, most of them still living in overcrowded evacuation centers.

One can only imagine the degree of hopelessness of those whose lives were almost completely



destroyed by the tragedy. Even the more optimistic estimations predict that rebuilding would take

several years and at a cost of billions of dollars.
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There is no question that the Japanese, and especially the people in the areas affected by the
disaster, face tremendous difficulties and challenges in trying to rebuild their communities and
reconstruct their lives. For many the task might even seem impossible to complete. But surely I see
hope in this regard. First of all, while horrified by the devastation shown in the media, I was
equally amazed and deeply touched as I watched how calmly and with what endurance the
survivors reacted to their plight, how selflessly they tried to help one another, and how much
practically the entire nation pulled together to assist them. This proved to me again how truly

disciplined Japanese people are, or the Japanese society is.
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As an architectural scholar and educator I have been following the development of Japanese
architecture and urbanism, not merely as a course of history from their beginnings, but also as a
personal experience since the very early 1970s, when I first went to, and lived in Japan. Thus I
know well that the tragedy of this recent devastation is not alone in the history of Japan or

Japanese architecture. In fact the country, perhaps more than any other, had to endure



innumerable and much worse disasters throughout the centuries. These were both natural and

human-inflicted ones yet with equally terrible outcomes.
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Just in the 20tk Century alone, which is still fresh in the memory, hundreds of thousands of people
perished in earthquakes and during World War II. Yet the earlier history of Japan also reveals a
long series of tremendous seismic activities wherein either the following fires or tsunami were more
catastrophic than the movement of the earth. Even a short list of these natural disasters can put
the 2011 Tohoku earthquake in perspective, while not diminishing the resulting horrific loss and
suffering. The Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, the most known to both Japanese and foreigners
alike, killed between 100,000 and 142,000 people and practically obliterated much of Tokyo, while
devastating the cities of Yokohama, and the surrounding prefectures of Kanagawa, Chiba, and
Shizuoka. A closer date brings me to the 1995 January Great Hanshin Earthquake, which killed
more than 6,000 and resulted in ruining significant parts of Kobe and its infrastructure. Two
months after this disaster I visited Kobe and saw the devastation; the collapsed department stores,
the city hall, banks, large apartment complexes, private residences, and many others, then the
overturned elevated express ways, the cracked streets, and so on. The sight was truly sobering. And

yet, Kobe is prospering again.
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I am also reminded of some other large quakes in Japan, which could actually be compared in
destruction to the one oflast year in Tohoku, or the Hanshin in 1995, and even the Kanto of 1923.
In 1896 the Meiji-Sanriku Earthquake killed over 27,000 people also in the Iwate Prefecture; in the
one in 1891 (Mino-Owari) more than 7,200 perished, then in 1703 the Genroku Earthquake with
the following tsunami killed more than 100,000 of the population in and around Edo. And the list
goes on. What makes the 2011 Tohoku Earthquake stand out is not just that it was the most recent
one, but that it was also the strongest one to date with an unsurpassed surge of the sea, then due as
well to the four major “aftershocks” of as strong as 7.1 magnitude, the last one as late as July 10 in
Fukushima. Moreover, tragically, the March 11 earthquake involved the destruction of the
Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant, resulting in the release of radiation. In light of all these it may be
of some luck that not much more than twenty thousand perished. This is also because the affected
areas do not have densely populated large urban areas. Yet for those who now have lost their

livelihood, all these comparisons are surely nothing to cheer about.
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I am also reminded of some other large quakes in Japan, which could actually be compared in
destruction to the one oflast year in Tohoku, or the Hanshin in 1995, and even the Kanto of 1923.
In 1896 the Meiji-Sanriku Earthquake killed over 27,000 people also in the Iwate Prefecture; in the
one in 1891 (Mino-Owari) more than 7,200 perished, then in 1703 the Genroku Earthquake with
the following tsunami killed more than 100,000 of the population in and around Edo. And the list
goes on. What makes the 2011 Tohoku Earthquake stand out is not just that it was the most recent
one, but that it was also the strongest one to date with an unsurpassed surge of the sea, then due as
well to the four major “aftershocks” of as strong as 7.1 magnitude, the last one as late as July 10 in

Fukushima. Moreover, tragically, the March 11 earthquake involved the destruction of the



Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant, resulting in the release of radiation. In light of all these it may be
of some luck that not much more than twenty thousand perished. This is also because the affected
areas do not have densely populated large urban areas. Yet for those who now have lost their

livelihood, all these comparisons are surely nothing to cheer about.
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On the other hand, the history of disasters or the history of architecture and urbanism in Japan
also tells us that in each case Japan was able to overcome and recover from the tremendous
devastations; it rebuilt communities, villages, towns, cities, and the capital, Tokyo. Not only were
these rebuildings able to restore previous conditions, but also, in most cases, with the prime
examples of Kobe and Tokyo, the sacrifices of the Japanese and the concentrated efforts of Japanese
architects and engineers produced much more thriving communities, better urban environments
with better architecture and much more up-to-date infrastructure. In many cases in the wake of
destructions new initiatives and movements sprang up among architects to lead these
reconstructions and envision new horizons for a better human environment and improved living
conditions. After the 1923 Kanto Earthquake, the newly appointed Home Minister, Shimpei Goto
proposed a new and ambitious program for Tokyo, which although partially carried out, improved
the urban qualities of Tokyo significantly--building new roads, canals, three major and 52 smaller
parks, fireproof buildings, and conducted land readjustments. In doing so, Goto’s program laid the

foundation of Tokyo as a modern city.
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The reconstruction, which lasted till about 1930, involved, very importantly, also the establishing of
an extra-departmental corporation known as Dojunkai, which was entrusted to build new housing
facilities for the thousands of victims who lost their homes in the earthquake. Between 1926 and
1934 this corporation produced a respectably large number of public housing projects all over Tokyo,
including the well known Aoyama (1926), Daikanyama (1927), and Edogawa (1934) Apartment
Houses, many of which remained functional until very recently. The Aoyama Housing for example
was demolished only in 2003, and replaced by the Tadao Ando designed Omotesando Hills project of
2006. These housing projects, with their rational and attractive, up-to-date designs, beyond
providing new homes to the public, represented the early promotion of a new, modern architecture
in Japan. Dojunkai eventually gave birth to the Public Housing Corporation, which played

important roles in the post-war reconstruction and beyond.
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Of course the reconstruction after the destructions of the war was a much more challenging task
than the one after the 1923 Earthquake. Yet, as the economy started to improve after the early
1950s, in about a decade Japan was able to leave behind the tremendous loss in both human life
and all the physical devastation to subsequently become the world’s second economic superpower.
And here I need to underscore again the role architects, engineers, and urbanists played in the
“miraculous” progress Japan experienced in the 1960s. The postwar conditions, particularly with
regard to housing shortages and still inadequate infrastructures, gave birth to the Metabolist
movement in Japanese architecture and urbanism. Representatives of the movement recognized
the need to generate new ideas in order to alleviate the urban environmental predicament
engendered by both the aftermath of the war as well as by the impact of rapid industrialization of
the country. They envisioned innovative and futuristic, even utopian schemes to bring about better
architectures and urban conditions. The Metabolist had a strong vision or a dream for Japan as a
new society and a newly built country. Their architecture was a vigorously energetic and truly
optimistic movement, which left its strong imprint on Japanese urbanscape with its strong legacy

even today.
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Last September I attended the 24th UTA Congress in Tokyo, which, against all the odds in the wake
of the March Tohoku Earthquake, Japanese architects, builders and many other companies or

institutions sponsored, organized, and hosted. I was glad that this international event was not



cancelled since it revealed once again a perseverance and optimism that do reflect the true spirit of
Japan. This has been underscored also by the title and revised themes of the Congress, aiming at
outlining the future still within the prevailing very difficult conditions: “Design 2050 — Beyond
Disaster, Through Solidarity, Towards Sustainability.” Interestingly, the Congress coincided with
the opening of a major architectural exhibition in the Mori Museum of Roppongi on “Metabolism —
the City of the Future.” This large-scale, truly informative, and spectacular show too somehow
reminded me not merely of the architectural and engineering accomplishments of a previous era,

but also, and more importantly, of the possibilities available both in the present and in the future.
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Facing the challenges to overcome repeated devastations and difficult times, Japan eventually
managed also to advance significantly; today it has world-class architects, engineers, and a
construction industry that is among the best in the world. Moreover, Japanese expertise in
earthquake-resistant construction is second to none. Indeed, the country has developed uniquely
Japanese technologies, culture, and traditions. With that, it is now also reassuring that more and
more of these prominent architects and companies are directly involved in various capacities in the

recent reconstruction efforts.
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Among the government and private initiatives for example is the one by Hiroshi Naito who
recognized that the profession must “build confidence among residents in order to act in
disaster-stricken areas.” He invited fellow architects, such as Kengo Kuma, Toyo Ito, Kazuyo Sejima,
and Riken Yamamoto to join him in assisting the work in northeastern Japan. The immediate goal
now is to provide as soon as possible shelter for all who lost their homes. Shigeru Ban, who has been
exceptionally active in disaster relief operations both in Japan and all around the world, is also one
of the first ones to design provisional housing in Tohoku. Tadao Ando, already experienced by his
having assisted the reconstruction work after the 1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake, is conducting
once again major fundraising to assist those children who have been orphaned in the tragedy. He is
also involved in fostering the recovery of the spirit of the affected citizens. He is working on a project
called “Requiem Forests,” newly planted nature preserves or parks, which, to be tended by the very
citizens, would provide future evacuation areas on the one hand, and serve as living memorials to

the tragedy, on the other.
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In conclusion I cannot find more appropriate words of hope or encouragement than the ones the
renowned Japanologist Donald Keene, commenting on this latest disaster in Japan, said: “Japan
has had terrible things happen to it that no other country has suffered, but it is going to rebuild. It
has done it before. ...I visited Tokyo in December 1945. It was a strange feeling driving in from the
airport. There were fewer and fewer houses. There seemed no possibility it would ever become a
modern city. But the fact is that Tokyo has become bigger and more beautiful than it ever was

before.” I too am convinced that this can be done again in Tohoku.
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