Above: The Hotakubo apartment complex incorporates a design feature rare in Japan: collective
space. Below: Architect Toyo Ito won an award for this museum, in the town of Yatsushiro.

the Japan New Party and ended up as

Japan’s prime minister, Morihiro
Hosokawa was already challenging the
political and bureaucratic status quo of
the country. As governor of Kyushu’s
Kumamoto Prefecture, he set up an un-
usual kind of regional development plan
called Kumamoto Artpolis that involved
the promotion of innovative forms of
public architecture and the gradual cre-
ation of an alternative public landscape.
This, Hosokawa argued, would revitalize
the region by improving the quality of
local culture and of local people’s lives.

Hosokawa'’s project promised devel-
opments radically different from the top-
down, Tokyo clone-style
architecture that has char-
acterized so much of re-
gional development in Ja-
pan. But was true change
really possible? Most pub-
lic architecture in Japan is
bland, elitist,and patroniz-
ing in its definition of the
public interest. (The re-
sponse of local govern-
ments to the eighties’ ob-
session with internationalization, for ex-
ample, was to build huge, anonymous
international centers oflittlebenefittothe
average citizen.)

There isonesimple reason for this: the

I n 1988, four years before he founded
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Public Works Bidding System (PWBS)
itself is fundamentally flawed. Until very
recently, the PWBS was manipulated by
the so-called iron triangle—bureaucrats,
politicians, and construction company
officials who frequently colluded to se-

Yasuhiko Kiyoshima

short listed from closed registers.
Although these short-listed bids
would be deliberated over and
the winner announced at an offi-
cial meeting, the outcome was
often a foregone conclusion de-
cided at secret, unofficial meet-
ings called dango.

For outsiders, gaining entry
to the registers was virtually im-
possible. They would not only
have to show the necessary con-
servative credentials but also to
demonstrateexperienceof work-
ing on public projects—rather
difficult when they couldn’t even
get on the registers. Many inde-
pendent architects were simply
not prepared to compromise
their ideals for such an un-
rewarding struggle. The PWBS was left
open to manipulation and monopoliza-
tion by powerful construction compa-
nies, and, as certain allegations have re-
cently made clear, bribery and corruption
have thrived.

STRUCTURAI

By outflanking a bidding system exposed as cliquish and

corrupt, Kumamoto Prefecture’s Artpolis regional development plan

is infusing relevancy and flair in structures built for public use

cure mutually beneficial public works
contracts. Such activities were facilitated
by the subjective nature of the PWBS
selection process, which saw construc-
tion companies and associated architects

The Hosokawa govern-
ment is now considering
reforms to the system, but
in 1988 the failings of the
PWBS had not yet come
under public scrutiny and
this kind of widescale re-
form was not an option.
Prompted by Project Com-
missioner Arata Isozaki's
insistence that Artpolis
could not work unless the method of gov-
ernment orders itself changed, though,
Hosokawa boldly agreed to bypass the
PWBS. While such a move was not illegal,
nobody had done it before on such a

ousiysadiy oyjynsoy,

february 1994 intersect



Kenichi lshimary

S O = e

ingdesign. Thearchitectsoperated within
basic planning restrictions, but no design
specifications were introduced. The pre-
fectural government, local authorities,
and private companies who forwarded
their project proposals to Artpolis had
very little influence over the final result.

IMPERATIVE

comprehensive scale. by Jane Hughes

In effect, Artpolis becamea test case. It
was an attempt to create a credible alter-
native based on those old Hosokawa fa-
vorites: decentralizationand deregulation.
Other prefectures watched the develop-
ment with interest.

Isozaki and Project Director Hajime
Yatsuka were given carte blanche to com-
mission independent, avant-garde archi-
tects on abest fit, project-by-project basis.
In a sense, this was more like positive
discrimination than a move to freer com-
petition: most of the architects had been
prevented from getting anywhere near
the public sector by the restrictive mecha-
nisms of the PWBS and the tendency of
public officials to play it safe.

In fact, the commissioning procedure
mirrored that of the private sector, where
the choice of architect determines build-

Misumimachi’s new
ferry terminal has
walkways both

inside and out.

Seiji Tomishige
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Seiwa Village’s Bunraku puppet theater boasts o striking rotunda constructed of
wood beams that create an impression of whirling motion.
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But the laissez-faireapproach was favored
by Isozaki and Yatsuka because they felt
that since the Artpolis projects were to be
located throughout the prefecture, the
sites, programs, and clientsinvolved were
simply too diverse to be incorporated
into a single masterplan.

Besides, they argued, Western-style
urban planning had never really caught
on in the free-for-all of the Japanese city,
and during the eighties it had become
fashionable for Japanese architects to
describe their designs as isolated pointsin
the chaotic urban landscape. Artpolis

could at once acknowledge this situa-
tion and turn it into a positive state-
mentabout Japaneseurban plan-
ning if the Artpolis buildings
were viewed as indi-
vidual points in
a network that
would span the
rural-urban
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divides of the prefecture. The focus
would be on the power of the point to
influence its surroundings. Each
would also attempt to take into ac-
count the double layering of modern-
ism and traditionalism in the area.
Beyond that, even those involved
could not predict how the scheme
would evolve.

Five years on, with 25 projects re-
alized and 20 more under construc-
tion, a clearer picture of Artpolis has
emerged. Art critic Koji Takidescribed
the Artpolis landscape recently as one
of “gradually increasing diversity.”
Many of the architects involved have
commented on the camaraderie that
emerged within and beyond their
ranks. Surprisingly, construction
companies were often prepared to
treat their profit considerations as sec-
ondarytothe prestigetheygained from
being involved in Artpolis. Being able
to appoint the companies of their
choice also gave architects an obvious
advantage in terms of quality control.

But convincing the public of the
benefits of Artpolis was not alwaysesy,
although both architects and bureau-
crats made themselves unusually ac-
cessible through public discussions
and popular events. Double layering
or otherwise, there was bound to be a
certain amount of friction as a tradi-
tional, predominantly conservative popu-
lation, reared on the banality of mass cul-
ture, struggled to come to terms with the
avant-garde.

“In the beginning we encountered
quite a lot of resistance, particularly from
the local press,” said Yatsuka. “They found
many of the concepts hard to grasp and
obviously enjoyed criticizing any form of
novelty. But when we looked into it we
found that most of the stories were written
by cultural rather than social correspon-
dents, and their opinions were often only
a reflection of personal taste. There was
little examination of the potential of these
projects to improve people’s lives. The sto-
ries also focused on the disenchantment of
asmallminority, when in fact mostpeople’s
reactions were very positive.”

Hotakubo Housing, a 110-apartment
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Top: Tamana City’s observatory possesses an other-

worldly shape perfectly in keeping with its purpose.
Above: The award-winning police headquarters of
Kumamotoe City.

complexconstructedin the western part of

Kumamoto City, was initially the subject
of considerable controversy. Designed by
Riken Yamamoto, it was the first public
housing project under the Artpolis um-
brella, and the newspapers were quick to
parade the opinions of several disgruntled
tenants through their pages. In fact, it later
emerged that these tenants were more
concerned about the rent hikes their relo-
cation would incur than their new accom-
modations, The rent increases, says
Yatsuka, were an inevitable consequence
ofrelocating people who had been living in
old and deteriorating housing develop-
ments and paying fixed rents. But
Yamamoto’s design was new and very dif-
ferent, and challenged many conventional
assumptions about housing; obviously
people would need time to adjust.

The most experimental aspect
of the project was Yamamoto's
incorporation of collective space.
Three blocks of apartments and a
small assembly hall surround, and
provide the only means of access
to, a central plaza. All focal lines
are directed toward this plaza,
which every family room and ter-
race opens onto or overlooks.
Sleeping quarters face an outer
ring road.

Reworking and refining struc-
tures he'd pioneered in the private
sector, Yamamoto used arched,
hangar-style roofs to emphasize
the sense of several families living
together under a shared roof. This
design also allowed for efficient
summer ventilation and winter
insulation. Intheinner courtyards
(second floor) and
bridges (upper floors) that con-
nect the sleeping and living quar-
ters of each apartment, he repli-
cated the semi-enclosed spaces of
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traditional southern Japanese
dwellings, particularly the garden
passages of Kyoto and Osaka. The
press criticized the bridges as be-
ing too exposed, but Yamamoto,
whose own home in Tokyo also
possessessemi-enclosed space, be-
lieves this is not a problem in the
warm Kumamoto climate.

“Perhaps in the beginning we did not
have enough meetings with tenants, and
the change was quite abrupt for some,”
admits Yamamoto, “but after a year or so
of living in the project they became much
more positive.” One of the most gratifying
things for him, he says, was that as rela-
tionships between the tenants strength-
ened, they began to interpret his design in
ways that even he had not foreseen.

“Many of the tenants are pensioners
or single-parent families who have said
they feel the amount of open space—the
terraces, courtyards, and bridges—makes
them feel very safe because it’s easy for
neighbors to look out for them. Some
have even asked to have the dividing walls
between their courtyards removed.”

Initially, tenants tended to put cup-
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boards on their terraces and use them as
storage space as they might a regular bal-
cony. Yamamoto's suggestion that the ter-
races could also be used asadditional living
space, where people could sit and eat out-
side overlooking the plaza, was greeted
with some surprise, but the idea quickly
caught on.

Tenants also became very protective of
their communal space, especially after
holding several one-day events in the plaza
area, and there was some tension when
residents from the surrounding area asked
for permission to use it, Eventually a com-
promise was reached and outside residents
were given limited access on a time-share
basis.

The interface between the architect,
client, and users of Hotakubo housing has
proved invaluable to the success of the
project, but thesefactionsdo not always see
eye to eye. One project that local people
have yet to fully accept is the Ubuyama
Community Center designed by Work-
shop. The 1,900 residents of this small
mountain village near Mount Aso, in the
northeast part of the prefecture, had
wanted their new community center to be
part of Artpolis because of the status at-
tached, butsomehow they’d imagined that
only the label would change.

“I'think,” says Koh Kitayama of Work-
shop, “that the local people—who are
mostlyolder farmersdependentongovern-
ment subsidies—had a fixed idea of what
modernizationwasabout. What theyreally
seemed to want was a conservative wood
affair with vending machines, where they
could sell the kind of mass-produced sou-
venirsthatyoucangetanywhere. Theprob-
lem is tourists just wouldn’t come all the
way to Ubuyama to do what they can do
anywhere in semirural Japan.”

Workshop’s answer was a design that
maximized the use of natural features and
materials, including an ecological heating
and cooling system powered by solar en-
ergy and natural hot-spring water. The
beautifully simple, reinforced-glass struc-
ture was inspired by the large greenhouses
thatare a prominent part of the local land-
scape, and allows users to enjoy the sur-
rounding scenery. Inside are a restaurant
and “flexible” salesareas that can be opened
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up or partitioned by the use of screens and
platforms; outside is a rather stunning
hot-spring bath.

“We believed that to invigorate the
localeconomy it wasimportant toempha-
size what was special and attractive about
the place,” says Kitayama. “We suggested
that the villagers sell local productslike the
excellent mineral water and herbs, or per-
haps develop a natural body-care range of
products. So far, however, they've rejected
our ideas and seem very resistant to
change.” Despite a series of consultations,
the local people still feel the architects’
“Tokyo mentality” is inappropriate.

Architect Toyo Ito had an easier time
of things in Yatsushiro, a historic coastal
town of 100,000 people situated to the
southwest of Kumamoto City. His design
forthe Yatsushiro Municipal Museum had

Ubuyama’s citizens wanted
their new community center to
be part of Artpolis because
of the status attached, but
somehow they’d imagined

only the label would change

to take the town’s extremely flat landscape
into account, as well as the historic villa
and garden that had once stood on thesite.
Ito used glass frontagesand light materials
such as stainless steel and punched metal
to blend the museum into its setting by
reducing its substantiality. His vaulted
roofswithawningsarereminiscent ofhigh,
shady trees, while the approach to the
museum alludes to the winding path of a
traditional Japanese garden. An artificial
hillock was created in front of the museum
to reduce its apparent height and to act as
a gathering place or focal point for the
townspeople.

Ito’s design won a Mainichi Shimbun
Art Award, and local shopkeepers were
very enthusiastic about the new stimulus
businesses have received. “I developed a
very good relationship with local trades-
people and council officers,” he says. “We
were always going out drinking together.

“Tbegan to realize there were actually a
lot of younger people in the city govern-
ment who wanted to do new things but
weren’t sure how, or who had been frus-
trated in their efforts in the past,” Ito con-
tinues. “That we were able to communi-
cate directly and work together construc-
tively on several projects gave them quite a
lotofencouragement. Projectslike Artpolis
have a lot of potential for encouraging
more young people to stay in the area.”

Afterthis first success, the town council
commissioned Ito to design new street
lights and a gallery for one of the main
shoppingstreets. Morerecentlyhe hasbeen
workingontwo new projectsin Yatsushiro:
a fire station and a retirement home. Both
these buildings are envisaged as being part
of the local community. The fire station’s
training ground is open to the public, while
invited visitors will be able to frequent the
garden, hot-spring bath, and meeting
roomsat the retirement home. Since many
of the home’s residents will be from the
localarea, this policy of shared facilities will
enable themtokeepin contact with friends.
In Ito’s case, consulting with different sec-
tors of the community has been an ex-
tremely effective way of incorporating lo-
cal needs into his design, and at the same
time the people of Yatsushiro have been
receptive to new ideas.

Artpolis now encompasses a whole
range of public works scattered through-
out the prefecture, from bridges and mu-
seums to a ferry terminal and a Bunraku
puppet theater. Not only has Kumamoto
become a showcase for some of the best
examples of experimental architecture in
Japan, but it seems to have provoked the
imagination oflocal peopleand giventhem
a greater sense of power over the develop-
ment of their environment. Representa-
tives from other prefectures have visited to
see how it’s done, and as one Kumamoto
government official commented, “Artpolis
is just one form of regional development.
We may find others that are better, but it
has given people a sense of the possibilities
of change.” @

Jane Hughes is a freelance writer who
lived in Japan for over three years and is now
based in London.
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