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Fulerum: 4s a student I came to read
Anti-Object at a critical moment in my
architectural education. It remains for
me a seminal text in the history of early
twenty-first century criticism. One of the
reasons it seems so significant is that its
appearance in English coincided with
the height of a certain image-based
object-architecture, which had been
fuelled by a decade of economic boom.
When the Crash siruck, it exposed the
relationship between media communi-
cation, global finance and the sculptural
pursuits of the starchitects as deeply
flawed— even morally questionable.

You described Bruno Taut as having

“failed to understand the fwentieth-
century paradox, that individuals as
isolated subjects. .. were sustained in
their mediocrity through the posses-
sion of attractive products.” Could you
elaborate upon this?
Kengo Kuma: When | visited Taut’s
Britz Siedlung in Berlin, [ immediately
understood the essence of what he
was trying to achieve through housing
design. He wasn't simply aiming for the
reconstruction of a community. Taut’s
concern was for how he could link that
community with the land on which it
was situated. Visiting the small lake and
patch of woodland that he placed in the
centre of the Britz Siedlung, | felt that
| experienced the harmony between
architecture and nature that Taut had
been aiming for.

The C20th American ideal of putting
private housing in the suburbs was also
an attempt to achieve harmony between
architecture and nature. But, however
much they may be living alongside
nature, there can be no true harmony
when families have been cut off from
their communities. This is something
| learned in Britz. Before the Second
World War, the Japanese generally lived
in rented housing. Homes weren’t prod-
ucts that could be bought and sold, but
were rather a part of the environment.
However, after the War, the Japanese
took their lead from the Americans and
began to treat housing as a commodity.
The trinity of community, architecture
and nature was instantly lost as a result.

Japan has found itself in a new situa-
tion, however, since the disaster of 11th
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March 2011. Through earthquake and
tsunami, we saw the value of housing
as a commodity reduced in an instant
to zero. This major disaster has taught
us the limits of American-style civilisa-
tion. Perhaps now we can go back to the
Japan that existed before our encoun-
ter with the US.

F: Because of its role in financial
speculation, is the sculptural object
an essentially anti-democratic form of
architecture?

KK: The democratic form of architec-
ture can be produced by anyone, and it
is part of, and indistinguishable from,
the environment. This was the nature
of the wooden architecture of Japan in
the past. It was after the Second World
War that the definition of architecture
also changed in Japan, when buildings
became commodities that could be
bought and sold.

F: Four years inlo the global recession,
do you sense the power of architectural
objects weakening?

KK: Even in a global recession, a bubble
economy will survive somewhere in the
world. Sadly, the power of architectural
objects isn’t weakening in the slightest.
F: You used the text to honestly re-
evaluate yowr own work and dramati-
cally change the course of your career:
Do you see writing as an important tool
for the architect? Should we all write?
And if so, what should the nature of that
writing be?

KK: The most important thing for
architecture is the endless game of
catch between writing and practice.
The act of writing is an act of reflection
on the practice that preceded it. The
practice that follows this is, in turn, an
act of reflection on the writing. Practice
shouldn’t take place based on writing.
The true nature of practice is to reflect
on and recognise the limits of writing.
Andvice versa.

F: When [ interviewed Brett Steele ayear
ago, 1 suggested a parallel between the
economic conditions in 1990s Japan
(that ended a particular style of posi-
modemist architecture), and the Global
Financial Crisis (which is ending a par-
ticular style of object-architecture). He
said the comparison was appealing, but
perhaps too easy o make...

KK: The economic situation of the
1990s, known in Japan as the “Lost
Decade”, was in one sense a rehearsal
for the situation that faced the world
following the Lehman Shack of 2008.
The fate of a world economic system

that has been led by financial capital
since the Plaza Agreement of 1985, has
been to repeat the cycle of an over-
heating bubble economy, followed by a
resulting financial crisis. The movement
of capital, which has now acquired glo-
balised excess liquidity, can no longer
be controlled by a single-nation based
system. Thus it’s no longer possible to
control these waves of bubble and bust.
It’s no accident that these waves began
in 1990s Japan. In Japan at that time, we
had the Real-Estate Myth, where every-
one believed that the limited amount of
land available in Japan would never ever
lose its value. Based on this fantasy,
the economic bubble spread to the
rest of the world. The movements that
appeared in architectural design laterin
the 1990s were also, I think, a rehearsal
for what has been happening in the
architectural world since the Lehman
Shock.

To summarise what happened in the
architectural world of the 1990s, I think
there was a reversion from globalism
to regionalism. By “globalism” here, |
don’t simply mean international design.
| mean the very concept that cities and
buildings could be targets for financial
capital investment. Under this concept,a
system developed that brought together
those architects and artists who already
had brand-name status, and produced
a kind of packaged commodity. Huge
projects, a kind of financial commodity,
were thus built over and over again in
cities without any reference to place,
or to the needs of local people. Because
“brand-name” architects are prohibited
by capital from deviating from their own
established personal style, the result of
all this was the tragic situation where
huge packaged commodities of similar
design began to destroy so-called “hot”
cities all over the world. I saw this with
my own eyes during the 1980s bubble
period in Japan. [ also experienced the
moment when these huge commodities
suddenly began to look like out-of-date
relics.

What interested me during Japan’s
recession of the 1990s, was whether
or not architecture had the power to
surpass this kind of huge commodity
and to transcend time and economic
waves. The answer, | found then, was
in the concept of regionalism. That’s to
say, a response to financial capital with
excess fluidity, which has no ties to a
specific place, in an opposing stance,
firmly and completely wedded to place.

Regionalism produces buildings that
only use materials found in the place
where they're built; that are always built
by craftsmen who live in that place and
who know it well; that are in harmony
with the climate and the environment of
the place and which are truly necessary
for the people who live there.

This kind of architecture can stand
up to the influence of financial capital,
while also helping to strengthen the
local economy. For example, to use
wood from a local forest greatly contrib-
utes to the economy of the area. Leaving
forests completely uncared for has led
to the spoiling of natural scenery and
the spread, for example, of allergic
reactions, such as that against cedar
pollen emanating from untouched
cedar forests. Meanwhile, imported
woods’are cut and assembled in facto-
ries, leading to continuing job losses for
Japanese craftsmen.

The concept of regionalism reverses
the trends of the 20th century. In the~
1990s, I had no work at all in Tokyo and
so | travelled around Japan gaining
experience in building small projects
with local craftsmen. These buildings
used local materials and were in har-
mony with the local environment. This
trend, albeit little by little, began to take
off in Japan in the 1990s.

Since the 2009 Lehman Shock, atten-
tion has begun to focus on this kind of
regionalism in other parts of the world
too. Wang Shu in China and the work of
Studio Mumbai in India can be seen as
part of the trend. As the gravity of the
problems created across the world by
financial capital become even clearer, [
think that regionalism will attract even
greater interest.

[t was against this kind of background
that the great earthquake and tsunami
hit Japan in 2011. We were made pain-
fully aware of how weak our cities were,
having been constructed using the logic
of the economic growth of the 20th cen-
tury and completely ignoring the geo-
graphical peculiarities and the history of
natural disasters of the region. We were
also made aware of how vulnerable and
imperfect our power supply system is,
relying as it does on nuclear energy and
being constructed to meet the demands
of our industrialised society. All this
taught us regionalism must be a move-
ment aiming for regional self-reliance,
including for energy. We received a vital
message from nature about how archi-
tectural and urban design ought to be.
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F: How would you account for the speed
with which architecture went from a form
of knowledge dominated by historical
interests (which is what postmodernism
was in the 80s) to a discipline driven by
software & visual tools? Did data sets
simply replace the classical orders?

KK: | think that both the postmodern
movement of the 1980s and computa-
tional design since the 1990s have been
necessary processes in reconsidering,
reclaiming and enriching the tools of
architectural design. I[n emphasising
the “revolutionary” nature of modern-
ist architecture at the beginning of the
20th century, the architectural design
techniques built up by mankind in the
past were forced into oblivion and
destroyed. At the same time, people
were captivated by the building materi-
als of the industrialised society, such as
iron and concrete, while the richness
of previous materials and methods
of construction were again forgotten.
Postmodernism and computational
design, far from being in mutual oppo-
sition, were both necessaryintellectual
frameworks for the reclamation of the
richness of architectural design and
construction.

F: There seems to be a certain tradition
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Cover art by Raymond Pettibon for Sonic Youth's album Goo, 1990

in the West in which each emerging
generation not only rejects those that
came before them, but spectacularly
denounces them. In the Freudian sense,
each younger generation of architects
kills their parents. By contrast, in Japan
it seems that there is quite a strong con-
nection between generations. Is this trie,
and if so, why?

KK: In Japan, it’s not considered good
form to publically criticise the previous
generation. In this small island nation,
the relationship between those senior
(senpai) and those junior (kohar) is
important in every situation. The posi-
tion of the senpai is inviolable and it’s
extremely difficult for a kohai to come out
and openly criticise their senpai.

Having said that, this is only the situa-
tion as it appears on the surface. In fact
all kohai are desperately trying to over-
take their senpai. For example, the work
of the so-called Third Generation of post-
war architects, Tadao Ando and Toyo lto,
is a biting criticism of the achievements
of Fumihiko Maki, Arata Isozaki and Kisho
Kurokawa, the Second Generation.

In turn, the work of the Fourth
Generation, people like Sejima-san and I
is a criticism and repudiation of the Third
Generation. We may be all smiles when

we meet, drink together, go to karaoke,
but in fact, deep down, we're always
wondering how we can surpass the archi-
tecture of our senpai. From that point
of view, there is definitely a real Oedipal
feeling among us all.

F: As we mature, we come (o judge our
parents as we would other people, and
we may not like the individuals we dis-
cover. In Anti-Object, you shift between
condemnation and proclamation. How
are we lo strike a balance between these
two motions when writing about archi-
tecture?

KK: The act of writing about architecture
is a mixture of two elements: an objective
analysis of one’s own work and a lashing
out against the situation in which one
finds oneself. If this impulse to lash out,
thereby taking your mind off insoluble dif-
ficulties, didn't exist, no architect would
be able towrite at all. When an architect is
designing, there’s a tremendous amount
of frustration that builds up. An awful lot
of anger builds up against the client who
doesn’t get it, who has no taste, or against
the political or economic systems of the
time. Writing is the act of lashing out and
in that way distracting yourself. But just
occasionally, very rarely, mixed in with
this, there may be dispassionate analysis,

I STOLE
b MY SISTER'S
BOYFRIEND.
1T WAS ALL
WHIRL\WIND,
HEAT, AND
FLASH. WITH-
IN A WEEK
WE KILLED
MY PARENTS
AND HIT THE
RaAD.

’

7 -
'Y

or a lesson to be learned, or a real truth
that goes beyond an emotional reaction.
Even reading Le Corbusier, I get a faint
sense of the intermingling of these two
elements. However, [ do think this inter-
mingling also makes the writings of archi-
tects more interesting. You get a vivid
sense of the stress that comes through
their having to grapple with a particular
time and set of circumstances.

Even when [ read my own writings
I'm sometimes embarrassed by the raw
vividness of this reaction. Although I
say it myself, | think writing something
interesting, something that will be read
fora long time, always has to be fuelled by
dissatisfaction and stress caused by our
given situation, which we are powerless
to change. Without that dissatisfaction
and stress, the writing loses its power.
| personally see this in the writings of
Rousseau and Marx.

Kengo Kuma is an architect, aca-
demic and theorist. He has authored
AA Words #2 “Anti-Object”, amongst
innumerable other titles.

Fulcrum would like to thank Mariko
Inaba for her kind help, and Simon
Clay for his fine translation.
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Kengo Kuma is an architect, aca-
demic and theorist. He has authored
AA Words #2 “Anti-Object”, amongst
innumerable other titles.

Fulcrum would like to thank Mariko
Inaba for her kind help, and Simon
Clay for his fine translation.



